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Abstract 
In an all-girls school, what conditions are required to authentically cultivate a community of 
true belonging? This inquiry explores what girls need in schools today to support each other now 
and as women. This Organizational Improvement Plan is developed for an all-girls Canadian 
independent school. Challenges in maintaining true belonging stem from the systemic, 
patriarchal structure of education. This gap creates a culture of scarcity and competition, which 
leads to intragender microaggression. To implement change in this organization as an informal 
leader and teacher, I use a participatory-based approach that aligns with the feminist-
transformative theoretical lens. The ethic of community and ethic of critique frameworks ensure 
that this inquiry goes beyond the narrative of the neoliberal definition of girlhood. To address 
this challenge, a skillset of competence, mindset of confidence, and heartset of connectedness 
must be present and continually developed as indicators of true belonging in all-girls schools 
today. I developed a conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning to guide a multi-
layered leadership practice in our learning community in order for true belonging to be possible. 
As a leader, my actions align with transformative, inclusive, and connective leadership styles. 
The chosen solution addresses true belonging by offering an interdisciplinary program that 
aligns with the conceptual model. This solution uses an iterative, cyclical framework for 
organizational development, with an emphasis on appreciative inquiry for positive change. The 
plans for implementation, monitoring and evaluation, and communication ensure active 
participation, opportunity for voice and choice, and reflection through generative dialogue. 
Keywords: true belonging, girlhood, feminist-transformative, intragender 




This organizational improvement plan (OIP) approaches leading, teaching, and learning 
in an all-girls school differently, with the goal of providing a space where girls can feel a greater 
sense of true belonging; as a result, girls are confident in who they are and can support one 
another in the lifelong journey of becoming. 
Chapter 1 introduces the organization and the problem of practice (PoP). This OIP is 
developed for a Canadian, independent all-girls school. As independent schools have financial 
reliability on tuition and donations, the business aspect of the organization places a great deal of 
pressure on the learning organization to retain students, which leads to a tension between the 
two. While this OIP focuses on true belonging for girls, it is important to note that a healthy 
community of true belonging must be cultivated for all in a learning organization. 
The chosen theoretical approach for this OIP is the feminist-transformative lens. 
Intersectionality must be included when applying a feminist lens to this work, as it actively 
includes and considers the intertwining factors beyond gender, such as race, sexual orientation, 
and ability (Dill & Kohlman, 2012; Sue & Spanierman, 2020). This work identifies diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) as crucial components in this journey toward true belonging. 
The PoP that will be addressed is the lack of true belonging for girls, specifically in an all-
girls, Canadian, independent school environment. In this highly competitive and traditional 
learning environment, emotions such as jealousy and envy manifest in the cruel yet subtle forms 
of intragender microaggression including gossip, backstabbing, and social isolation (Archard, 
2012; Conway, 2005; Luthar & Kumar, 2019; Vail, 2002). The main inquiry question for this 
PoP is: What conditions are required in an all-girls learning environment to authentically 
cultivate a community of true belonging, so girls can support each other and be women who 
support one another? This question aims to discover the optimal conditions for girls to belong 
and thrive. 
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Transformative leadership, inclusive leadership, and connective leadership form the 
basis of a conceptual model to address true belonging in an all-girls school (Ferdman et al., 
2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017; Shields, 2018, 2020). These leadership approaches, along 
with corresponding teaching and learning approaches, generate the following conditions 
required for girls to thrive as leaders: a mindset of competence, a skillset of confidence, and a 
heartset of connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
Concepts of neoliberalism, girlhood, and community of true belonging are explored to 
justify why the functionalist, patriarchal structure of schools needs to change (Belenky et al., 
1997; Deak & Adams, 2010; hooks, 2015; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). The concept of girlhood is 
often an invisible component of society today (Caron, 2011, 2016). Neoliberalism has attempted 
to address this gap by generating sentiments such as ‘girl power’ (Gonick et al., 2009; 
Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Smith & Paterson, 2018). Placing a neoliberal approach to boosting 
the visibility of girls in society is problematic because it still operates from systemic patriarchal 
expectations and emphasizes individuality, not community (Gonick et al., 2009; hooks, 2015; 
Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Smith & Paterson, 2018). A community of true belonging can only be 
cultivated when the system itself actively shifts away from the patriarchy and moves toward 
intersectional feminism (hooks, 2015; Whitney et al., 2019). 
Recent data have shown that, overall, youth in Canada do not feel a sense of belonging in 
schools today. While the data were not separated into more specific gendered categories, the 
data reported by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2015) 
indicated that girls experienced a lower sense of belonging than boys. 
Chapter 2 shares the leadership approach to change, along with a plan for enacting 
change using frameworks and models for guidance. Merten’s (2009, 2020) transformative 
model for research and evaluation frames the change process to ensure that community 
participation is of utmost importance. This OIP completes a critical organizational analysis by 
applying Schein and Schein’s (2017) three-level cultural analysis protocol from a teacher 
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perspective. To move beyond an organizational lens of problematization, the use of appreciative 
inquiry in organizational development allows for community engagement through strengths-
based protocols (Adams et al., 2019; Rothwell et al., 2016; Stavros et al., 2016). 
Possible solutions to address true belonging in an all-girls school include maintaining 
the status quo, developing and implementing an opt-in interdisciplinary program, and 
undergoing a full cultural organizational shift. To remain aligned with my scope and agency as a 
teacher and informal leader, the solution I have chosen is to develop and implement an opt-in 
interdisciplinary program for our Grade 11 and 12 students. The ethic of community and ethic of 
critique are guideposts for the development of this OIP to ensure that the solution stays focused 
on creating the conditions for girls to belong and thrive as a beloved collective of leaders 
(Furman, 2004; hooks, 2015; Poliner-Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2013). Furman (2012) insists upon 
the inclusion of social justice, as does Shield’s (2018, 2020) work on transformative leadership 
in education. 
Chapter 3 clearly lays out the plan for OIP implementation and provides next steps for 
future considerations that fall beyond the scope or timeline of this work. Change 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation, and communication plans of this OIP are all 
developed in alignment with Mertler’s (2018) collaborative action research process to ensure a 
comprehensive, aligned, community-minded, feminist-transformative approach. Future 
considerations for this OIP include greater diversity, equity, and inclusion work in the 
organization as a whole, a shift in teaching and assessment practices, and improving upon hiring 
and retention practices for equity and capacity building. 
This plan is best seen as the starting point of a quest, rather than something that can be 
easily accomplished in a short time frame. If this plan is implemented purposefully, then the 
opportunities to permeate true belonging in an all-girls school are certainly promising. 
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Definitions 
Belonging: Referred to by Alfred Adler (2015) as a social feeling and the human desire, 
“to unite themselves with other human beings, to accomplish their tasks in cooperation with 
others” (p. 115). Belonging is typically viewed as a component of human survival. To belong is to 
feel a part of something, to be validated by others, and to contribute. Adler (2015) suggested that 
belonging is the opposite to the other dominant human need of striving for superiority, noting 
that, “there is no doubt that the social feeling is superior to the individualistic striving” (p. 116). 
Community of true belonging: Drawing from bell hooks’ (2015) beloved community, 
a community of true belonging is a collaborative group of individuals who supportively work 
together for a common cause. In this community, members demonstrate and continually 
cultivate a skillset of competence, mindset of confidence, and heartset of connectedness. 
Members can collaborate, be their true selves, and acknowledge and embrace conflict as an 
integral aspect of community (Cruz Teller, 2020). Any conflicts can be worked through in a 
respectful, inclusive manner and this ongoing process continually strengthens the community 
(hooks, 2015). 
Community: A group of individuals who formally or informally gather for a common 
purpose or cause. Community is the structure required for belonging (Block, 2009). Halse 
(2018) contended that community is derived from social solidarities, defined as “groupings 
formed on the basis of shared values, attitudes and cultures, of emotional attachments to 
specific places, spaces, people, animals and material things, or by participating in specific flows 
of ideas, cultures and social practices” (p. 5). 
Connected autonomy: A systems thinking approach to educational development for 
change which grants teams and individuals autonomy, while being connected and committed to 
the greater purpose of the organization. Coined by Fullan (2021), “the system solution means 
that one has to be simultaneously connected and autonomous, adjusting to the situation … [and 
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that] the state of connected autonomy will be dynamically balanced in a way that favours both 
individuals and the group” (p. 34). 
Diversity: In conversation with B. Brown (2020), Aiko Bethea explained that diversity 
is the variety in representation of people who exist as a part of a team, group, organization, or 
community. Diversity is who is in the room. Meaningful diversity must take into account and 
actively include communities that are marginalized or who have been historically marginalized 
due to their identity, “including race, gender, ethnicity, nationality, national origin, different 
abilities, and … LGBT[Q+]” (B. Brown, 2020, 7:45–7:59). It is possible that a community can be 
diverse and not inclusive (see Inclusion definition below for more information). 
Emotional agility: Susan David (2016) defined emotional agility as “being flexible 
with your thoughts and feelings so that you can respond optimally to everyday situations” (p. 5). 
This skillset allows people to not be driven by their emotions, but to use them as a warning 
system to determine how to move forward from a place of values and purpose. 
Equity: B. Brown (2020) discussed with Aiko Bethea that equity is the basis of getting 
to the root of diversity, inclusion, and belonging. Equity is about intentionally “recognizing 
people who have systemically and historically been excluded, are marginalized” (9:48–9:53). 
Diversity, inclusion, and belonging cannot exist without recognizing the need for equity in a 
community. 
Feminist-transformative lens: The worldview from which this OIP is viewed. The 
collaborative, inclusive, supportive, intersectional feminist lens meets the principled, solution-
focused, social justice based, action-oriented transformative paradigm to build a theoretical 
foundation for this inquiry. A feminist-transformative lens insists upon a process that is 
collaborative, dynamic, situational, and interactive (Bunjun et al., 2006). Intersectionality is 
required to take into account multiple perspectives and lived experiences (H. Brown, 1992; 
Madison, 2012; Saad, 2020). This lens is intended to build community through challenging 
norms and enacting positive change, together (Furman, 2012; Shields, 2018). 
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Generative dialogue: Defined by Adams et al. (2019) as a “process of deliberate 
conversations” (p. 92) between members of a community, including formal leaders, teachers, 
and students. The premise of generative dialogue is to engage in productive, creative, thought-
provoking conversation with the goal of promoting growth, not achievement. Empathy and trust 
underpin the ideal environment for generative dialogue, as this is where critical reflection can 
truly occur. Generative dialogue is an active component of the appreciate inquiry process 
(Rothwell et al., 2016). 
Girlhood studies: An interdisciplinary area of study which seeks to examine and 
understand the discourses of growing up as a girl (M. Brown, 2011). The transformative time of 
girlhood has typically been overlooked when considering the female experience (Caron, 2011, 
2016; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). It is assumed that girls have less voice and agency in society; 
while this power dynamic is slightly shifting, there is a greater need to consider girlhood as a 
part of today’s active citizenship and society. The concept of girlhood has recently taken a wider 
research lens and includes the consideration of transnational girlhood and activism in our ever-
increasing globalized world (Vanner, 2019). 
Girl power: The neoliberalism form of girl empowerment. This problematic notion 
favours the idea that “growing up female is indeed a ‘do it yourself’ endeavour” (M. Brown, 2011, 
p. 116). Girl power indicates individual empowerment and achievement over community 
empowerment and growth (Gonick et al., 2009; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). 
Inclusion: If diversity is about who is in the room, then inclusion is about who sits at 
the table and is heard (B. Brown, 2020). “Inclusion is … creating a space in an environment 
where people feel like they can actually express dissent, where they can bring their ideas to the 
table, and it’s not a matter of just feeling welcomed, but also valued, ‘What I say matters. The 
perspective that I bring matters, my lived experience matters’” (B. Brown, 2020, 8:42–9:05). 
Ferdman et al. (2020) indicated,  
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The essence of inclusion has to do with how much people feel appreciated, valued, safe, 
respected, engaged, able to be authentic, and therefore able and willing to provide their 
full contributions to the collective, whether in work or other settings—both as individuals 
and as members of multiple identity groups. (p. 7) 
Intersectionality: Viewing systems of power through a multifaceted lens to analyse 
oppression, discrimination, and marginalization of people who experience less power than the 
status quo of society (patriarchy) in more than one facet of their identity, including (but not 
limited to) gender, race, sexuality, ableism, and class. Initially coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 
1989, this term has since evolved to reflect the many communities who experience 
marginalization in the interlocking systems of oppression and power (Dill & Kohlman, 2012). 
Intragender microaggression: Microaggressions that exist between those of the 
same gender; for the purpose of this OIP, the intragender microaggressions that are discussed 
are between females. Intragender microaggressions manifest in the forms of social isolation, 
cruelty, backstabbing, gossip, and self-harm, to name a few (Conway, 2005; Mavin et al., 2014; 
Vail, 2002). See below for definition of microaggression. 
Leadership: B. Brown (2018) defined leadership as “anyone who takes responsibility 
for finding the potential in people and processes and has the courage to develop that potential” 
(p. 4). Therefore, leadership can be viewed and shaped through all of our daily actions and 
interactions, rather than through titles and positions. By this definition, everyone is a leader in 
their own respective right. 
Microaggression: Sue and Spanierman (2020) defines microaggressions as “verbal 
and nonverbal interpersonal exchanges in which a perpetrator causes harm to a target, whether 
intended or unintended” (p. 8). Although this term was initially used to identify racial 
discrimination, Sue and Spanierman (2020) explained that microaggressions can be directed at 
any non-dominant individual or group. 
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Neoliberalism: A political system meant to provide greater choice and accountability 
among individuals, but when put into practice only leads to greater inequality. Neoliberalism 
“entails the valorization of competition, an entrepreneurial spirit, the steady extraction of the 
state from economic and social matters, and the belief that we are able to make ourselves into 
what we want … under neoliberalism, we are cut off from state involvement and expected to not 
just survive but thrive” (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017, p. 16). The antidote to neoliberalism is a 
culture of collaboration and reciprocity, often found in intersectional feminism (Gonick et al., 
2009; McCall, 2015; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). 
Organizational development: A long range, collaborative approach to the change 
process. Organizational development “emphasizes employee participation in assessing the 
current state and in planning for a positive future state; making free and collaborative choices 
on how implementation should proceed; and, empowering the system to take responsibility for 
creating and evaluating results” (Rothwell et al., 2016, p. 13). 
Patriarchy: A macro system of power and oppression which holds back individuals and 
upholds others. Specifically, the patriarchy is upheld to provide greater power, privilege, and 
opportunity to males, specifically heteronormative, cisgendered, white males. All other groups 
of individuals are born with less power, privilege, and opportunity, and a societal imbalance 
exists (hooks, 2015; Saad, 2020). 
Social disharmony: a disconnect that exists among people today as a direct result of 
our inability to coexist, or belong, with one another (Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
Soka: Soka translates to value-creating; it is a philosophy-based approach to education 
that was coined by Tsunesaburo Makiguchi, a 20th century Japanese educator.  
Soka approaches education to identify lifelong happiness as the purpose of education. 
Lifelong happiness means living a life in which one is able to create value out of every 
situation - in other words, it means bringing out the human potential of creativity, which 
also resonates with the concept of becoming fully human. (Mino & Heto, 2020, p. 43) 
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Support or supportive behaviours: Specific to girls, support aims to counteract the 
actions of intragender microaggression that result from the inability to manage feelings of 
jealousy and envy. Supportive behaviours empower and encourage those in the community and 
are based on their needs. A supportive environment allows for psychological safety and trust, 
which can lead to true belonging. B. Brown (2018) uses the acronym BRAVING to explain the 
elements of trust that are required for a supportive environment. 
Thriving: A “way of being that encompasses both success and development. Thriving 
necessitates a blend of achievement and growth, accomplishment and learning, excellence and 
humility. It requires a balance of the demands for success with the demands for well-being and 
development” (Whitney et al., 2019, p. 16). 
Traditional, functionalist school structure: At its inception, Eurocentric 
education was initially designed for boys; therefore, it can be said that the traditional, 
functionalist school structure stems from the patriarchy. Even Adler (2015) refers to the learner 
as he/him throughout The Education of Children. The functionalist lens applies a rigid, firm 
structure on the macro education system. In this structure, power is held by the adults only. 
Learning is rote, predictable, and does not invoke thought (Fullan, 2020). With this rigid 
approach, it has been impossible to allow for true inclusion in schools, even today. 
True Belonging: “The spiritual practice of believing in and belonging to yourself so 
deeply that you can share your most authentic self with the world and find sacredness in both 
being a part of something and standing in the wilderness. True belonging doesn’t require you to 
change who you are; it requires you to be who you are” (B. Brown, 2018, p. 40). The main 
difference between belonging and true belonging is that “true belonging is not passive. It’s not 
the belonging that comes with just joining a group. It’s not fitting in or pretending or selling 
because it’s safer. It’s a practice that requires us to be vulnerable, get uncomfortable, and learn 
how to be present with people without sacrificing who we are. We want true belonging, but it 
takes tremendous courage to knowingly walk into hard moments” (B. Brown, 2018, p. 37). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Problem 
This is a feminist-transformative quest towards building a community of true 
belonging in an all-girls school. B. Brown (2018) defined true belonging as: 
The spiritual practice of believing in and belonging to yourself so deeply that you can 
share your most authentic self with the world … true belonging doesn’t require you to 
change who you are; it requires you to be who you are. (p. 40) 
Chapter 1 of this organizational improvement plan (OIP) lays the foundation for this 
undertaking. The seven sections of this chapter describe the problem of practice (PoP) in 
connection to all-girls learning and leading through the lens of the organization. This 
narrative establishes the current state and context of the school as both a business and 
educational organization, the current leadership position and lens of the author, and the 
PoP. The main gaps that exist are identified in the form of guiding questions that have 
emerged throughout this inquiry. The final two sections of Chapter 1 aim to move this OIP 
forward by introducing the leadership-focused vision for change and identifying the 
approach and tools to best assess the change readiness of the organization. 
Organizational Context 
Athena Academy was established in the early 1900s as an all-girls, Canadian 
independent school; consequently, this school has unique needs specific to the single-gender 
learning environment. This section introduces the variety of contexts which shape the 
organization, focusing on key political, economic, social, and cultural influences. A brief 
history and the aspirations of the organization conclude this section. 
Key Influences 
While the following political, economic, social, and cultural influences have overlap 
and connection, it is beneficial to separate these influences, so the individual and collective 
impacts are clear. 
Political Influences 
As Athena Academy is based in Canada, there is a responsibility for upholding the 
provincial educational mandates, as well as provincial and federal independent school 
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accreditation requirements. The main political influence at Athena Academy, however, is 
grounded in the structure itself. Education is a macro system that upholds the power 
hierarchies of society (Madison, 2012; Tilghman-Havens, 2020). The traditional, 
functionalist school structure is political in nature as, at its inception, Eurocentric education 
was initially designed for boys (Belenky et al., 1997). The functionalist lens applies a rigid, 
firm structure on the macro education system. In this structure, power is held by the adults 
only. Learning is rote, predictable, and does not invoke thought (Fullan, 2020). While 
education is now for all, the structure itself has not yet changed to meet the needs of true 
inclusion (Belenky et al., 1997; Gouthro et al., 2019). 
The systemic, patriarchal structure of education caters to the learning needs of males. 
The patriarchy is a macro system of power and oppression which holds back groups and 
individuals and upholds others. Specifically, the patriarchy is upheld to provide greater 
power, privilege, and opportunity to males, specifically white, heteronormative, cisgendered 
males. All other groups of individuals are born with less power, privilege, and opportunity, 
and a societal imbalance exists (hooks, 2015; Saad, 2020). The patriarchy shows up under 
the veil of neoliberalist expectations today. Neoliberalism is a typically Western political 
system meant to provide greater choice and accountability among individuals, but when put 
into practice only leads to greater inequality. Neoliberalism  
entails the valorization of competition, an entrepreneurial spirit, the steady 
extraction of the state from economic and social matters, and the belief that we are 
able to make ourselves into what we want … under neoliberalism, we are cut off from 
state involvement and expected to not just survive but thrive. (Pomerantz & Raby, 
2017, p. 16) 
The antidote to neoliberalism is a culture of collaboration and reciprocity, often found in 
intersectional feminism (Gonick et al., 2009; McCall, 2015; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). 
In society, neoliberalism manifests unrealistic and out of touch expectations for girls 
such as the need for girls to be quiet and compliant in the classroom or assert the right kind 
of girl power (Gonick et al., 2009; hooks, 2015; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Smith & Paterson, 
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2018). Girl power is the neoliberalism form of girl empowerment. This problematic notion 
favours the idea that “growing up female is indeed a ‘do it yourself’ endeavour” (M. Brown, 
2011, p. 116). Girl power indicates individual empowerment and achievement over 
community empowerment and growth (Gonick et al., 2009; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). These 
expectations permeate into the education system, and place undue pressure and expectation 
in an all-girls setting. As such, patriarchy and neoliberalism are the main political drivers of 
schools today, and therefore both implicitly and explicitly drive this all-girls learning 
organization. 
Economic Influences 
Athena Academy is a not-for-profit organization. Athena Academy receives 50% less 
funding from the provincial government due to being independent and is therefore heavily 
reliant on tuition and donors as the main sources of income (Government of Province, 2021). 
The school operates as a business and is therefore heavily impacted by the volatile economic 
climate. The current economic uncertainty that accompanies the global pandemic has led to 
a decreased enrolment and a shaky financial situation. The economic reality of Athena 
Academy makes it difficult to move beyond the traditional school structure. If Athena 
Academy had full financial freedom, it is predicted that forming a more representative 
identity and culture specific to all-girls education, beyond the neoliberal definition, could be 
more easily achieved. As tuition and enrolment drives our survival, the neoliberalist 
tendency is to commodify education rather than be student-centred (V. Duckworth & Smith, 
2018); this creates a tension between the economic influence and the feminist-
transformative approach to education (V. Duckworth & Smith, 2018; Prügl, 2014). While a 
balance is needed, the current economic fragility creates an imbalance between the business 
needs of the organization and clients, and the educational needs of the educators and 
students. 
Athena Academy relies on provincial government funding, tuition, and public 
donations to subsist financially. The donor base of Athena Academy is quite small, which 
might be opposite to what is assumed of independent schools. The financial focus is 
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therefore stretched between needing to both survive as an organization and move forward to 
meet the ever-changing needs and demands of education; this makes it difficult to launch 
large, transformative initiatives with the best and most effective resources. While great 
efforts are being made to build and retain a strong alumnae network, the results have been 
inconsistent; therefore, building a strong, reliable endowment fund has been incredibly 
challenging. There is hope, however, as a Statistics Canada report indicated that women do 
have a voice when it comes to philanthropic decisions and are in fact more charitable in their 
giving than men (Turcotte, 2012). Miller (2008) discussed the three main reasons that 
women, if they have the means and financial power, contribute to a charitable organization: 
connection, need, and doing the right thing. It can be predicted that the alumnae of Athena 
Academy will contribute when a feeling of greater connectedness and continued true 
belonging exist; therefore, it is important that all community members, past and present, 
feel a sense of true belonging at Athena Academy as this connection has a lasting impact for 
the long-term financial survival of the school. 
Social Influences 
While Athena Academy is the only all-girls school in the immediate region, the main 
social influence is the unavoidable reality of competition from nearby schools. Firstly, being 
an all-girls school automatically removes half of the potential student population from the 
equation. While being an all-girls school is important to retain, it is still a challenge for 
drawing in families who want all of their children to go to the same school. The competition 
from neighbouring schools provides families a choice in where they send their daughters. As 
a school with a small student population, there are limits to what can be offered. Nearby 
public schools can offer specific academies such as baseball, dance, and theatre and Athena 
Academy simply cannot compete, despite efforts. Nearby independent schools provide an 
appealing alternative mostly due to the widely known reputations, legacies, and 
subsequently large endowment funds. Athena Academy has tried to assert itself as a science, 
technology, engineering, and math (STEM) school to stand out from the competition, but the 
implementation and resource allocation has been insufficient to date. While Athena 
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Academy offers incredible experiential programs and opportunities at every level, the legacy 
of the school is relatively unknown to the local community. 
Cultural Influences 
The cultural influences of Athena Academy are heavily embedded in the history of the 
organization. For the purpose of this section, culture is defined as the “learned patterns of 
beliefs, values, assumptions, and behavioral norms that manifest themselves at different 
levels of observability” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 2). The historical cultural influences come 
from the implicit and explicit cultural underpinnings of the last 100+ years (Schein & Schein, 
2017). The greatest cultural influence stems from the actions of a previous, longstanding 
leader who perpetuated a culture rife with divisiveness and exclusivity. While this leader left 
almost 15 years ago, their cultural influence shows up in unwritten rules that are incredibly 
conditional, confusing, static, and grounded in the past. 
This cultural underpinning has created at least two subcultures among staff: those 
who expect and embrace change as a part of education and those who are too disheartened 
and cynical. Protective barriers exist within change, and the desire to hold onto ‘the way 
we’ve always done it’ mindset is strong (Schein & Schein, 2017). These barriers make it 
incredibly difficult for a community to thrive (Fullan, 2020). According to Whitney et al. 
(2019), “thriving necessitates a blend of achievement and growth, accomplishment and 
learning, excellence and humility. It requires a balance of the demands for success with the 
demands for well-being and development” (p. 16). Trust is required in order to thrive. The 
core of Athena Academy’s cultural influence is historical and has not yet been addressed. 
Schein and Schein (2017) stated that leadership plays an incredibly important role when 
addressing problems in culture and that it is imperative for the leader to mediate, set the 
tone, and right the course to promote cultural growth and conditions to thrive. 
These key influences weave a narrative of tension and challenge in this small but 
mighty organization. The desire to run an intentional and community-based all-girls school 
is clouded by enrolment challenges, competition, financial uncertainty, a complicated 
history, and the inability to escape the patriarchal, neoliberalist nature of the educational 
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system (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). In order to move forward, a balance of micro, meso, and 
macro perspectives is required to focus on strengthening both the structures and people of 
the organization (Fullan, 2021). 
Brief History of the Organization 
Athena Academy was founded as a non-denominational all-girls preparatory school 
in the early 20th century by two sisters. These progressive sisters named the school after the 
patron saint of learning; they firmly believed that each student brought their own uniqueness 
to the community, and that the learning should reflect this. Though Athena Academy has 
gone through many iterations, the people of the organization work relentlessly to achieve the 
vision of the founders. Currently the school offers Junior Kindergarten through to Grade 12 
education, and the student population is just below 400. We are a small community with a 
lot of heart. 
It can be said that Athena Academy is on the precipice of regeneration, of rebirth. The 
overarching theme of Athena Academy since 2019 has been ‘Unity.’ with an emphasis on the 
punctuation. The three areas of focus to achieve unity for the 2020-2021year, as determined 
by our formal student leaders, are communication, connection, and comfort. Since the 
current Strategic Plan was designed almost 10 years ago, the 2020–2021 school year marked 
the process of building a new Strategic Plan. An external consultant was hired to facilitate 
this process with the whole school and a smaller writing committee. 
The organizational structure is very top-heavy; this is due to the fact that Athena 
Academy does not belong to a district and therefore requires positions that address both the 
business and educational aspects of the organization. An organization with many leaders and 
administrators can sometimes make processes and procedures unnecessarily complicated, 
and Athena Academy definitely experiences this. Figure 1 is a visual representation of the 
education (not business) organizational structure at Athena Academy. Though this design is 
hierarchical in nature, the two-way arrows represent efforts in reciprocity. 
Figure 1  
Athena Academy Organizational Structure 
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Athena Academy has a Board of Directors, composed of over 10 individuals, at the 
helm that operates in a closed system of governance (Koenig, 2018). As for formal leadership 
positions, there is one Head of School and three area-level principals. There are seven 
middle leadership positions for specific areas, and many of these positions have teaching 
assignments as a part of their full-time equivalency (FTE). Last and certainly not least are 
the teachers and support staff. 
There is an overwhelming amount of care and intentional effort put into the teaching 
and learning at Athena Academy, though integrating and empowering teachers as leaders 
has been inconsistent. It is important to note that very few teachers have contracts at a 1.0 
FTE, yet there is an overwhelming feeling of being spread too thin. A private union manages 
and upholds the contractual agreements and negotiations between the governing body and 
the coordinators, teachers, and staff. Unfortunately, the presence of a union creates a point 
of contention and an ‘us versus them’ culture exists, especially during contract negotiations. 
While some tensions exist, there is a feeling of hope and renewal this year. The 
leadership approach of our new Head of School is much more collaborative than what we 
have experienced with previous leadership. The leadership approach this year seems to be in 
line with Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2011) collective leadership model. Though the hierarchical 
structure of education can be found at Athena Academy, greater degrees of influence and 
autonomy are granted. At the beginning of the 2020-2021 school year, the Head of School 
discussed the ‘flying V’ shape made by a flock of geese and suggested that this is how we need 
to approach this year—taking the lead when we can and stepping back to recharge and 
support while others take the lead. If Leithwood and Jantzi (2011) identified collective 
leadership as the extent to which a school has a network of influence, then the ‘flying V’ 
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analogy gives us permission to utilize this influence to focus on improving the student 
learning experience, together—unity, period. 
Aspirations of the Organization 
As mentioned earlier, the aspirations of Athena Academy are shifting, and a process 
of creating a new vision has only just started. The aspirations of the previous Strategic Plan 
were general, lofty, and written in the first person from a girl’s perspective (Athena Academy, 
2012b). The mission statement was centred on empowering girls to make their dreams into 
reality. The motto, since the inception of the organization, remains focused on service—to 
oneself, our community, and the greater community. The vision summons a call for 
confidence, inspiration, and making a difference. The vision statement centres the Athena 
Academy girl experience as being rich in learning experiences, individual accountability, 
excellence, wellness, biophilia, and service. The mission and vision certainly inspire, but 
students have expressed not feeling a personal connection to these statements (Athena 
Academy student group, personal communication, September 8, 2020). 
When published in 2012, the current Strategic Plan checked all of the boxes and in 
some ways activated a greatly needed new direction. The new aspirations for Athena 
Academy have started with the development of the new Strategic Plan through a more 
community-based, participatory approach (Mertens, 2009, 2020). A group of 40+ 
community members have gathered twice this school year for a total of three days to 
brainstorm, workshop, and provide feedback and next steps for the writing team. This 
process has been facilitated by an external consultant, which allows for the conversations to 
be future-focused. The overall aspiration is clear: retention of students and staff through 
belonging and thrivability of the organization and its people. The next section introduces and 
explains my role and commitment to this organizational aspiration as a leader. 
Leadership Position and Lens Statement 
I have been a teacher since 2007 and have taught at six schools in three different 
countries. I have been a teacher at Athena Academy since 2012; here I have held a number of 
roles concurrent to classroom teaching, including four years as mid-level leader. At the time 
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of publishing this work, I am a high school social studies teacher who is a part of an 
interdisciplinary teaching team. In my teaching role I am accountable for: ensuring dynamic 
and robust learning experiences, developing an annual growth plan, course year plans and 
overviews, active involvement in community events and initiatives, collaboration with 
colleagues, connections with students, and high-quality communication with parents. My 
scope and sphere of influence allow me to work toward a community of true belonging in 
mostly the micro level of the organization; my role as classroom teacher allows for direct and 
consistent connection with students. My current scope focuses on collaborating with 
colleagues in the interdisciplinary program and therefore agency and engagement in 
informal leadership and mentorship is extremely high. My core values are integrity, inquiry, 
growth, and equity. These values connect to my ethical framework and help to guide me in 
my daily leadership practice as a member of the Athena Academy community. 
Theoretical Approach 
The theoretical approach for my leadership practice is grounded in the feminist-
transformative lens. To build a theoretical foundation for this inquiry, the collaborative, 
inclusive, supportive, intersectional feminist lens meets the principled, solution-focused, 
social justice based, action-oriented transformative paradigm. A feminist-transformative 
lens insists upon a process that is collaborative, dynamic, situational, and interactive (Bruce 
& McKee, 2020; Bunjun et al., 2006; Whitney et al., 2019). Intersectionality is required to 
take into account multiple perspectives and lived experiences (H. Brown, 1992; Madison, 
2012; Saad, 2020). The feminist-transformative lens is intended to build community through 
challenging norms and enacting positive change, together (Furman, 2012; Shields, 2018, 
2020). This approach provides an alternative to the functionalist, patriarchal default of 
education.  
The feminist lens is the rooted ‘why’ of this work. Feminism is centred on identifying 
the power imbalances that perpetuate from systems and institutions that privilege men over 
women (Madison, 2012; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). Modern feminism has existed for more 
than 100 years and is a reason why Athena Academy exists—because two sisters wanted to 
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create greater opportunities for girls in education. Feminist organizational theory creates 
space for inclusion and true belonging by operating from a collectivist standpoint, informed 
by multiple voices and perspectives (H. Brown, 1992; Wasserman, 2020). An important 
distinction to articulate is that intersectional feminism is the best fit for this OIP, as it is the 
most inclusive. Intersectionality takes into account the experiences and power of all 
participants as, historically, feminism alone has tended to represent an inclusion and 
empowerment of a few chosen women, usually white (Dill & Kohlman, 2012; Madison, 2012; 
Saad, 2020). White feminism tends to not take into account the need to acknowledge the 
variety of experiences of women based on their diverse backgrounds (Madison, 2012; Saad, 
2020). As a white woman, it is crucial for me to identify and acknowledge the privilege that I 
hold and act accordingly, especially in an organization with a culturally diverse student 
population. Author bell hooks (2015) stated, “As long as women are using class, race, or 
power to dominate other women, feminist sisterhood cannot be fully realized” (p. 16). 
Therefore, this journey is grounded in an exploration into and consideration of the 
intersectional landscape of our students, based on their individual circumstances. 
The transformative paradigm is the active ‘how’ of this work; it stands as the vehicle 
for which the feminist lens can be actively inclusive, community-based, and urgently forward 
moving in a data-informed way. The transformative paradigm naturally aligns with the 
feminist lens, as it is “applicable to the power structures that perpetuate social inequities” 
(Mertens, 2009, p. 4). While the transformative paradigm focuses heavily on social justice 
for the oppressed and marginalized, Mertens (2009, 2020) and Shields (2018, 2020) stated 
that this is not the only focus for this paradigm. As Athena Academy is an independent 
school, a level of privilege exists and it would be inappropriate to attempt any 
problematization around oppression or marginalization in this organization. Therefore, the 
transformative paradigm will be applied to address the systemic need to shift away from the 
functionalist structures which hold girls and women back (hooks, 2015; Pomerantz & Raby, 
2017). Similar to the feminist lens, the transformative process emphasizes a need for 
community, trust, reciprocity, interaction, empowerment, holding space for lived 
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experiences, and inquiry (Mertens, 2009, 2020; Shields, 2018, 2020). Together, the 
feminist-transformative approach applies a lens to my organizational context that questions 
and challenges the status quo, addresses the challenges of the world today, and invites all 
community members to participate in a process intended for the betterment of the collective. 
Leadership Approach 
My leadership approach is rooted in a multi-layered practice that aligns with the 
three markers of belonging for girls: a mindset of confidence, a skillset of competence, and a 
heartset of connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). Along with 
giving attention to these three markers is the need to have a leadership approach that is 
responsive to both the needs of our students and the volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous (VUCA) conditions of the world today. Therefore, my leadership practice focuses 
on a synthesis of Shields’ (2018) model of transformative leadership, Ferdman et al.’s (2020) 
model of inclusive leadership, and Lipman-Blumen’s (2017) model of connective leadership. 
This multi-faceted approach allows for leadership to be a daily practice embedded in 
teaching and learning, while placing the conditions for girls to belong and thrive at the heart 
of my actions and choices. Chapter 2 provides a more in-depth explanation of this leadership 
approach to change through a conceptual model. 
A parameter of consideration for this OIP is that the timeframe is limited to the 
typical 10-month school year, with a possibility of continued modified learning as a result of 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). Therefore, while this inquiry will occur within this 
school year, the intention is that it evolves and continues beyond this doctoral work. This 
work is a process, not a race. Cultivating a community of true belonging is an ongoing 
journey; while this OIP sets the stage, it is only just one step. 
Leadership Problem of Practice 
This section aligns with the PoP requirements for the University of Western’s 
Doctorate of Education program. The PoP statement and paragraph below address the core 
problematization of this OIP, with the goal of making a difference for any all-girls 
community. 
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Leadership Problem of Practice Statement 
The PoP that will be addressed is the lack of true belonging for girls, specifically in an 
all-girls, Canadian, independent school environment. 
Leadership Problem of Practice Paragraph 
In this highly competitive and traditional learning environment, girls tend to 
demonstrate negative relational behaviours with their peers and/or self-destructive 
behaviours toward themselves as a result of societal pressures and expectations. The need to 
belong is a strong human desire (Adler, 2015; B. Brown, 2018; Halse, 2018). When belonging 
is not sufficiently felt, the other dominant need to strive for superiority takes over and this 
shows up negatively as intragender microaggressions between girls, including gossip, 
backstabbing, social isolation, and self-harm (Adler, 2015; B. Brown, 2018, Conway, 2005; 
Luthar & Kumar, 2019; Mavin et al., 2014; Vail, 2002). This often covert yet toxic power 
struggle between girls can lead to a detrimental school culture, as well as pave the way for the 
pattern to continue as these girls become women. Research shows that women do not 
typically support other women in the workplace, yet it must be understood that this 
challenge does not start simply when women begin their careers (Mavin et al., 2014; 
Shakeshaft, 2006; Whitney et al., 2019). This competition starts much earlier in the 
formative years where emotions, such as jealousy and envy, manifest in the cruel yet subtle 
forms of intragender microaggression (Archard, 2012; Conway, 2005; Luthar & Kumar, 
2019; Vail, 2002). True belonging is a powerful antidote to intragender microaggressions, as 
it requires the ability to authentically be with one another without sacrificing our true selves 
(Allen et al., 2018; B. Brown, 2018). The main inquiry question for this PoP is: What 
conditions are required in an all-girls learning environment to authentically cultivate a 
community of true belonging, so girls can support each other and become women who 
support one another? 
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Framing the Problem of Practice 
This section addresses the external factors that enable the PoP. The goal of this 
section is to frame the PoP in a wider narrative to demonstrate that this problem exists in 
and beyond the walls and halls of Athena Academy. 
Historical Overview of the Problem of Practice 
The initial interest for this PoP started with examining the power dynamics and 
conflict between women in the workplace. As a patriarchal social structure still heavily leads 
the western world today, systemic patterns are very difficult to shift (Belenky et al., 1997; 
hooks, 2015). Consequently, I want to affect long lasting change by working with the girls at 
Athena Academy to break the patterns of the patriarchal system. One mechanism of the 
patriarchy is individualistic competition, and this is certainly observed among students at 
Athena Academy (Archard, 2012); at the students’ day-to-day level, this is most notably 
observed through an ongoing competition to achieve the best grades. While this may not 
seem impactful, the cutting ways in which girls interact when they compare themselves with 
others and do not achieve the top result is incredibly detrimental to their confidence and 
sense of self, often leading to greater anxiety and mental health challenges (Bonny et al., 
2000; Deak & Adams, 2010; Faulkner et al., 2009). At the organizational level, the current 
Athena Academy vision is focused on the desire to change the world. The language itself 
suggests that an Athena Academy girl cannot yet change the world and can only do so when 
she reaches womanhood. To reframe this drive for individual leadership and competition, 
this PoP inquiry is framed as collaborative and unifying. 
Girlhood studies is an interdisciplinary area of study which seeks to examine and 
understand the discourses of growing up female (M. Brown, 2011). The transformative time 
of girlhood has typically been overlooked when considering the female experience (Caron, 
2011, 2016; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). As a result, girls have less voice and agency in society. 
At Athena Academy, voice and agency are touted as components of what makes the 
organization unique from other schools. The current strategic plan is rife with first person, 
student-narrated language around voice and choice (Athena Academy, 2012a, 2012b). The 
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day-to-day reality of student voice and agency, however, is inconsistent. Students have 
indicated that while they do have opportunities to voice their ideas and thoughts, the follow 
through is often not complete or satisfactory, making student voice and agency more 
performative than authentic (student town hall meetings, personal communication, June 9, 
2021). The power dynamic that naturally exists between adults and youth as a part of the 
traditional, functionalist structure of education acts as a barrier for student voice and choice 
to be an ongoing, normative component of the school culture. 
It is important for all adults to actively be aware of these dynamics and create 
opportunities to step back and make space for more voices to be heard. While the power 
dynamic between youth and adults is slightly shifting, there is a greater need to consider 
girlhood as a part of today’s active citizenship, both at Athena Academy and in society. The 
concept of girlhood has recently taken a wider research lens and includes the consideration 
of transnational girlhood and activism in our ever-increasing globalized world (Vanner, 
2019). Current research in girlhood studies shows a need for greater visibility of girls in 
society to demonstrate and reiterate that they can make a difference today (Caron, 2011, 
2016; Pomerantz & Ruby, 2019). 
The feminist-transformative lens insists upon collaboration and community for social 
action; therefore, it is imperative that Athena Academy is a place where this is continually 
modelled through language and actions (Caron, 2011, 2016; Whitney et al., 2019). Changing 
the world is a tall order—one that, for women especially, cannot be done alone or without an 
intersectional feminist-transformative lens (Bruce & McKee, 2020; Bunjun et al., 2006; 
Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Whitney et al., 2019). 
To have a sense of true belonging is to feel purpose as a part of a community. A 
community is defined as a group of individuals who formally or informally gather for a 
common purpose or cause (Block, 2009). Block further insisted that community is the 
structure required for true belonging. Halse (2018) contended that community is derived 
from social solidarities, defined as “groupings formed on the basis of shared values, attitudes 
and cultures, of emotional attachments to specific places, spaces, people, animals and 
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material things, or by participating in specific flows of ideas, cultures and social practices” 
(p. 5). To belong is to have ownership and accountability of the role one plays as a member of 
a community. By fostering a sense of true belonging in an all-girls school, students feel 
included and hold greater accountability toward themselves and one another as a part of a 
collective (B. Brown, 2018; Deak & Adams, 2010). As a first step into this inquiry, I needed to 
be sure that the research above held true and that Athena Academy in fact lacked a sense of 
true belonging. 
As I was looking into the data on women in the workplace, I could not help but draw 
a parallel to my daily observations at Athena Academy, specifically around intragender 
microaggressions. Sue and Spanierman (2020) defined microaggressions as “verbal and 
nonverbal interpersonal exchanges in which a perpetrator causes harm to a target, whether 
intended or unintended” (p. 8). Although this term was initially used to identify racial 
discrimination, Sue and Spanierman (2020) explained that microaggressions can be directed 
at any non-dominant individual or group. For the purpose of this OIP, the intragender 
microaggressions that are discussed are between females. Intragender microaggressions 
manifest in the forms of social isolation, cruelty, backstabbing, gossip, and self-harm, to 
name a few (Conway, 2005; Luthar & Kumar, 2019; Mavin et al., 2014; Vail, 2002). While 
microaggressions might be small in nature or difficult to identify, the impact is often far-
reaching (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). 
Over the last 9 years, my observations include girls making cutting remarks to one 
another veiled as jokes, gossiping about a peer and then befriending that individual in the 
next moment, insisting on knowing what everyone received on the latest assessment, and 
feeling the need to openly and repeatedly brag when receiving multiple university entrances. 
As the actions seemed small in nature, they would often go unaddressed and would 
compound. The repetition of these, among other, competitive and toxic actions has often led 
to more explosive and unnecessary conflict among social groups and entire grade groups at 
Athena Academy. It is vital to explicitly address microaggressions in the moment to avoid the 
foreseeable, often more damaging and explosive, larger conflict. The goal is to redirect the 
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harmful behaviour of intragender microaggression to be more prosocial and supportive; in 
other words, the goal is to create a sense of belonging over competition (Adler, 2015; 
Archard, 2002; B. Brown, 2018; Vail, 2002). This doesn’t mean that girls need to diminish 
their feelings of jealousy or envy, but instead it is important to learn how to deal with those 
feelings internally to identify the root cause and move forward confidently. 
According to B. Brown (2018), the first element of true belonging is “believing in and 
belonging to yourself so deeply” (p. 40); this mandate requires the courage and vulnerability 
to look within and perhaps face difficult truths (David, 2016). For example, if a girl is feeling 
jealous of a student who received a higher score on an assessment, she can name the feeling, 
and look within to determine what it is about her classmates' accomplishments that made 
her feel this way. Perhaps she would like to receive a higher score; instead of projecting this 
feeling onto someone else, she can make a goal around improving her results with 
reasonable, actionable steps. Once this is accomplished, then the feelings of jealousy and 
envy can turn into feelings of support, admiration, and encouragement for the person or 
situation. Support is an important component of true belonging (B. Brown, 2019). While the 
students at Athena Academy demonstrate an incredible amount of compassion and support 
for another, this is not always consistent or present in times when the dominant need of 
superiority has the opportunity to surface (Adler, 2015).  
Supportive behaviours empower and encourage those in the community and are 
based on their needs. A supportive environment allows for psychological safety and trust, 
which can lead to true belonging (B. Brown, 2020). The goal with this PoP is to minimize 
relational aggressions and maximize the community of true belonging, so girls can have the 
skills to take care of themselves and each other earlier on; the hope is that this experience is 
transformative enough to continue for life. 
Recent Literature 
The research indicates that the root cause of intragender microaggression may be the 
patriarchy (Brosi & hooks, 2012). Many females are raised to appease and gain praise from 
males, and this creates an implicit culture of competition and scarcity (hooks, 2015). When 
37 
females do not measure up to patriarchal standards, microaggressions manifest towards 
themselves and others (Archard, 2012; Luthar & Kumar, 2019; Vail, 2002). It is important to 
acknowledge that we exist in a patriarchal structure grounded in power and hierarchy, 
designed by and for heteronormative, cisgendered males (hooks, 2015). Imagine the 
opportunity we have at an all-girls school to create something where girls can support one 
another wholeheartedly and continue this practice as women (Whitney et al., 2019). This 
section includes literature on the concepts of neoliberalism, girlhood, and a community of 
true belonging. 
Neoliberalism 
Neoliberalism supports an era of post-feminism, further reinforcing that society is 
beyond needing to focus on gender inequality. The assumption is that girls and women today 
have all of the opportunities available to them and can therefore do it all (Pomerantz & Raby, 
2017). The current neoliberal definition of a girl emphasizes the ‘smart girl’ who has all of the 
present and future opportunities at her fingertips, all without struggle, failure, or stress 
(Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). This construct is incredibly problematic as it homogenizes the 
experiences of girls to this one, typically white and mid to upper class, narrative, and 
completely erases any experience of struggle, stress, tension, identity exploration, exclusion, 
and inequality (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). While girls today feel compelled to fit this 
narrative, they feel an inner conflict, as “when faced with everyday experiences of gender 
inequality alongside narratives of empowering and competitive individualism, many girls in 
our study struggled to make sense of their academic identities as girls who are supposed to 
have it all” (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017, p. 18). This struggle creates unnecessary challenge, as 
girls are being forced to fit into a narrative that does not have their best interests at heart 
(Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). 
When the idealized and perfect version of ‘girl’ is not achieved, Smith and Paterson 
(2018) discussed how, in a neoliberalist society, the concepts of ‘girl’ and ‘girls’ agency’ are 
viewed through a lens of problematization. From a governmental perspective, efforts have 
been made to ‘solve’ said problem and “seek to create truths about young women as girl 
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subjects” (Smith & Paterson, 2018, p. 17). Smith and Paterson (2018) further contended that 
while the intentions of government policy hold to recognize and include girls, the neoliberal 
approach fails to deconstruct and address the systemic problem. Instead, neoliberalism 
places the responsibility on the individual to gain the tools to make positive life choices 
(Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Smith & Paterson, 2018). Success is prioritized while failure, and 
the responsibility of what comes after failure, is blamed upon and placed in the hands of the 
individual—the girl—to correct. 
It seems that the pendulum swings from one end to the other—girls need guidance, 
yet they are the creators of their future through the choices that they make; there is no in-
between, where girls can create their future, with intentional, individualized guidance, and 
room for failure and growth. Archard (2012) emphasized the need to normalize failure in 
safe environments, so the focus is not so much on the failure itself but on what happens next. 
Smith and Paterson (2018) noted a need for consideration of intersectionality to disrupt the 
storyline of what it means to be a girl, as the universalization of this phenomenon is 
misrepresented and problematic through the patriarchal, neoliberal lens (Dill & Kohlman, 
2012; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). 
As it stands, girls typically give in to the neoliberal approach of being successful, and 
this is what dictates their social value and self-esteem (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). McCall 
(2015) shared that girls work to create identities with the goal of either standing out or 
blending in, rather than being themselves. McCall’s findings indicated that there is a drive to 
be the best, to achieve the most, to stand out among all; this results in an implicit culture of 
enoughness. Girls are trying to fit into the societal mould by making decisions based on the 
illusion of success, and never quite feel that they measure up. This is rooted in what McCall 
(2015) referred to as “the gendered discourses of success” (p. 93). McCall further posited that 
failure needs to be encouraged, just as much as success. Otherwise, the desire to be a certain 
type of successful takes over any priority of authenticity. 
As McCall’s research was based in an all-girls private school, the aspect of privilege 
came up as a factor of identity. When considering intersectionality, privilege must absolutely 
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be a factor (Dill & Kohlman, 2012; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). “Privilege as an identity is how 
I would describe the privilege that marks these concerns, worries, anxieties, hopes, and 
ambitions expressed by … students” (McCall, 2015, p. 93). While there is a great deal of 
judgement placed on what it means to be the recipient of a private education, there is a 
different experience that must be considered, especially when it comes to the amount of 
neoliberal pressure placed on girls to compete and be the best. The whole basis of 
neoliberalism is the power of individuality and autonomy, yet this is a problematic approach 
when considering the role of the girl as a contributing member of society from a feminist-
transformative lens (hooks, 2015; Mertens, 2009, 2020; Shields, 2018, 2020; Whitney et al., 
2019). 
Girlhood 
Girlhood is a phenomenon which is typically overlooked when considering the female 
experience (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). For the purpose of this research, girlhood studies is 
best understood as “an interdisciplinary subfield of feminist research … committed to the 
empowerment of female subjects, to gender equality and social justice, and firmly dedicated 
to listening closely to the voices of girls and young women” (Caron, 2011, p. 70). The notion 
of ‘girl’ is often described through passive language, assuming that positive changes can only 
happen when a girl becomes a woman or, at best, a young woman. On the opposite end of the 
spectrum, as explored in the section above, the neoliberal definition of ‘girl’ paints the 
picture of active citizenship as the highest achieving, most successful solo endeavour 
(Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). Both of these definitions are highly inaccurate and problematic. 
Whitney et al. (2019) emphasized the importance of language in the concept of 
girlhood, as “words create worlds. They illustrate and teach social norms and gender 
expectations” (p. 88). Caron (2011) suggested using active discourse with girls, referred to as 
vocabulary of citizenship, as this will keep them engaged and have them realize that they can 
make a difference now—not just when they become adults. “The idea that young people are 
the citizens of tomorrow, not of the present, functions much like colonialism: it operates 
through regulatory practices aimed at civilizing the primitive through a process of 
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enlightenment” (Caron, 2011, p. 79). Girls are often seen as the ‘other’—not quite yet women 
and not quite visible enough to feel as though their contributions are valuable (Caron, 2011, 
2016; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). McLeod (2018) furthered this argument by insisting that 
both speaking and listening are vital components of voice, as speaking along does not 
guarantee being heard and listening is imperative for reciprocity and understanding. While 
strides are being made on the global stage, specifically with those who are bringing attention 
to and taking action on climate change, it also needs to be understood that even these young 
activists can be idealized and commodified (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). Both Bruce and 
McKee (2020) and Caron (2011, 2016) insisted that there needs to be more normalcy to 
including girls as active citizens of today rather than passive citizens in the making. 
The study of feminist citizenship identifies that citizenship can bring a sense of true 
belonging through “addressing and challenging issues of difference, exclusion and inclusion 
from multiple perspectives and lived experiences from women around the world” (Caron, 
2011, p. 80). Pomerantz and Raby (2017) insisted, “Talking about these issues in schools and 
beyond opens up greater opportunities for girls to recognize such disparities, embrace a 
critical voice, and engage with allies who might support that voice in becoming louder” (p. 
175). This connection is vital in providing girls with a global perspective of what it means to 
be female. It might also help to resist the temptation to acquiesce to the unrealistic 
expectations of the neoliberal patriarchal system. 
Community of True Belonging 
Halse (2018) asked the essential question for deep consideration: “Who has the 
authority and power to decide who is entitled and not entitled to ‘belong’?” (p. 2). Belonging 
is nuanced in the many complex intersectionality’s and interrelationships we have access to 
in our world today (Allen et al., 2018). Halse (2018) contended that identifying and 
addressing belonging is “not straightforward in a world of increasing racial, religious, ethnic, 
cultural and language diversity in schools, cities, societies and nations; [and] growing digital 
connectedness that distributes values, ideas, practices and cultures across diverse local, 
national and transnational groups” (p. 3). Allen et al. (2018) agreed by confirming that 
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research on school belonging in particular “has been fragmented and diluted by 
inconsistency in the use of terminology” (p. 1). What is known is that belonging is relational 
and, as a result, cultivating a community of belonging is a complex endeavour (Allen et al., 
2018; Halse, 2018; McLeod, 2018). 
Allen et al. (2018) further identified from their research that “teacher support and 
positive personal characteristics were the strongest predictors of school belonging” (p. 1). 
Allen et al. encouraged educators to “to build qualities within the students and change school 
systems and processes” (p. 1). Drawing from bell hooks’ (2015) beloved community, a 
community of true belonging is a collaborative group of individuals who supportively work 
together to build qualities of personal growth and make a difference for others. In this 
community, members can have connected autonomy, work together for the common good, 
and acknowledge and embrace conflict as an integral aspect of community (Cruz Teller, 
2020; Fullan, 2021). Any conflicts can be worked through in a respectful, inclusive manner 
and this ongoing process continually strengthens the community (hooks, 2015). 
Girls value true belonging in the form of emotional connections and relationships; 
this true belonging is often what they seek when engaging in microaggressive behaviours but 
lack the ability to connect positively when negative emotions arise (Archard, 2012; David, 
2016; Vail, 2002). The act of “female self-hatred” (hooks, 2015, p. 14) is a response to not 
measuring up to patriarchal standards, and this is where microaggressions manifest. It is 
vital for girls to be made aware of this predilection so they can work to unlearn what they 
likely don’t even realize. A “conversion to feminist thinking” (hooks, 2015, p. 8) could create 
the space for a genuine examination of how we can best shift toward true belonging and 
inclusion through what Brosi and hooks (2012) called a “beloved community” (p. 76). In this 
community, adults and youth alike feel heard, seen, and valued, as emphasis is placed on 
understanding and finding connection through the social reality of lived experiences. 
It is vital to recognize that girls have a role to play in society, and it is often during 
this formative time that the most positive habits can be developed, specifically in the way 
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that girls treat one another. In guiding girls to develop positive connections with other girls 
while at school, a more just, equitable, and inclusive society will exist. 
Relevant External Data 
Recent data show that Canadian youth feel a low sense of belonging in schools today. 
The following discussion focuses on federal and international data which demonstrates a low 
sense of belonging as a trend in Canadian schools specifically. As this work examines the 
conditions that must exist for true belonging in an all-girls school, the elements of these data 
aim to highlight the conditions that either exist or do not exist in connection to the low sense 
belonging in Canadian classrooms today.  
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2015 Students’ Well-
Being Survey was administered to students, ages 15–16 years, who took the PISA test that 
year (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2015). This survey 
collected data to learn about various dimensions of student well-being, including the social 
dimension. In the social dimension aspect of the survey, students responded to questions 
regarding a sense of belonging at school, their experience with bullying, and their 
connections with teachers. Overall, Canadian students rated their sense of belonging lower 
than the OECD average, and this score decreased from the previous PISA survey findings. 
OECD (2015) reported that Canadian boys indicated a greater sense of belonging than girls, 
and this discrepancy widens even further when considering privilege and advantage. More 
girls than boys reported being victims of gossip when answering questions regarding 
bullying (OECD, 2015). This information may be of no surprise knowing that girls typically 
resort to microaggressions instead of physical violence. Students were more likely to report a 
greater sense of belonging at school when they felt supported by their teachers in their 
learning (OECD, 2015).  
While the OECD administers surveys and collected data to understand and share the 
international context of belonging, the findings are relevant to this work because the results 
indicate that the current conditions of a typical Canadian classroom do not promote, 
cultivate, or lead to belonging for all. The OECD (2015) results likely indicated the climate of 
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predominately co-ed settings, yet it highlights an incredible need to focus on belonging in an 
all-girls school, given the findings around privilege, gossip, and support from teachers. It is 
important to note that the PISA 2018 survey focused on student well-being in connection to 
academic resilience instead of belonging, which renders the data not comparable. The PISA 
exam and survey were not administered in 2020 due to COVID-19. 
United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) Canada (2019) 
published a baseline report to share the findings from the Canadian Index of Child and 
Youth Well-Being. UNICEF Canada (2019) discovered that only 42.9% of youth in Canada, 
male and female, reported feeling supported by their teachers. This number dropped to 35% 
when analyzing data from Canadian youth aged 11–15 years old. The report emphasized that 
a greater sense of belonging leads to higher engagement and overall commitment to learning 
(UNICEF Canada, 2019). While these data were not separated into male and female 
gendered or non-binary categories, it is important to acknowledge that, from this index, the 
overall finding is that Canadian youth today do not feel a connection with their school 
environments. Specifically, this report highlights the importance of trusted adults in 
connection to the social and academic success of our students. 
Healthy and boundaried relationships with trusted adults lead to a greater sense of 
worth and self-esteem in girls (Deak & Adams, 2010). Research has shown that a lower self-
esteem can lead to negative relational behaviours toward others, but it can also lead to 
negative behaviour toward oneself (Archard, 2012; Deak & Adams, 2010). Boyce et al. 
(2008) published a report based on the 2006 World Health Organization (WHO) Health 
Behaviour in School-Aged Children study. This study gathered data for many indicators of 
well-being, including emotional well-being. The data for the emotional well-being scale 
found that the self-esteem of girls drastically declines between Grade 6 and Grade 10 from 
36% to 14% (Boyce et al., 2008). Freeman et al. (2011) published a follow-up report, based 
on the 2010 WHO Health Behaviour in School-aged Children study, which focused on 
mental health. The findings indicated a major correlation between mental health and feeling 
supported at school (Freeman et al., 2011). Girls who reported being a part of a school with a 
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‘high climate’ reported levels of emotional well-being that are three times higher than girls 
who reported a negative (low) school climate (Freeman et al., 2011). 
The key findings of the 2017/18 WHO Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children 
study indicated that, by the age of 15, girls reported poorer mental health and well-being 
than boys across all countries/regions (Inchley et al., 2020a). The findings also reported that 
only 35% of 15-year-old girls in Canada felt a high level of classmate support and 43% of the 
same demographic reported feeling a high level of teacher support (Inchley et al., 2020b). 
This continued pattern of declining perceptions of self-esteem, support, and mental health in 
girls is troubling. In an all-girls school, we have the ability to cultivate a sense of true 
belonging in our community, so girls can feel competent and confident in themselves, and 
connected with others; only then can girls authentically support one another rather than 
engage in unhealthy behaviours. 
Based on the history and context of the organization, the PoP, and the relevant 
literature, guiding questions have been created to help move the inquiry forward. Careful 
consideration has been made to address the past, present, and future, as well as to 
acknowledge the role of both the adults and youth of the organization in this change process. 
Guiding Questions Emerging from the Problem of Practice 
The following questions are meant to guide, shape, and include others in this inquiry 
while ensuring ongoing accountability. The main research question, as declared in the PoP 
statement is: what conditions are required in an all-girls learning environment to 
authentically cultivate a community of true belonging, so all girls can support each other 
and be women who support one another? This question aims to discover the optimal 
conditions for girls to belong and thrive; ideally, these conditions could be transferable to 
any given all-girls environment. 
The second question at the forefront is: how can this inquiry focus on how girls 
belong and thrive, while still existing in a traditional, patriarchal school structure? It must 
be established that the acceptance of the heavily embedded functionalist structure within the 
education system holds our organization, and everyone involved in it, back. Fullan (2020) 
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conceded that schools “no longer serve the purpose they were originally assigned some 200 
years ago—to produce reliable workers for an industrial society” (p. xi). At this time, women 
and girls were contributing to the home and not the workforce, so it can be safely assumed 
that Fullan’s explanation coincides with the notion that the education system was originally 
designed for males. With this awareness comes the opportunity to forge our own path and 
not continue to give in to the status quo. It is time to share our stories with the wider 
community and be known as an organization that focuses on high level teaching, learning, 
and leading for girls. We can actively centre our dialogue explicitly on and with girls when 
working toward fostering a community of true belonging, and this will benefit all. 
Opportunities to respectfully challenge any inclinations of sliding back into the systemic 
patterns and habits of the patriarchy should be encouraged. By challenging the status quo, 
the space can then be created for girls to belong and thrive in both learning and leadership 
development at Athena Academy. 
A consideration of the change process must be taken into account, as history creates 
both the implicit and explicit cultural underpinnings of an organization (Schein & Schein, 
2017). It is important to know and understand the assumed beliefs and values of an 
organization. The third question is: in what ways can an organization honour and 
acknowledge its people, traditions, and cultural history while continually implementing 
change? Our school has many long-standing employees and students, and change is a 
difficult process as a result; some hold onto tradition dearly and view change as disruptive 
and disrespectful to what they have helped to create in the past. A challenge with staying the 
course is that some existing traditions are patriarchal in nature and must be changed to 
create space for true belonging. Change must be chosen intentionally, must honour and 
augment what exists, and be accepted as a part of the continuing story of the organization; 
otherwise, the risk of change fatigue and burnout is very high and likely to negatively impact 
the organization (Schein & Schein, 2017). In an effort to build trust and for full transparency, 
it is vital to include community members in this change process as much as possible 
(Mertens, 2009, 2020). 
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For the purpose of this inquiry, leadership is viewed and shaped through our daily 
actions and interactions, rather than the titles we may hold. B. Brown (2018) defined 
leadership as “anyone who takes responsibility for finding the potential in people and 
processes and has the courage to develop that potential” (p. 4). By this definition, everyone is 
a leader in their own respective right. Leadership is who we choose to be in our various 
collaborative and individual responsibilities and environments; with this definition, 
everyone has the capacity for leadership. Therefore, the final question for ongoing 
consideration is: in what ways can a conceptual leadership model be the catalyst to co-
constructing a community of true belonging? It is vital that this inquiry maintains focus on 
the conditions required for girls to thrive sustainably in this community of true belonging, 
both individually and collectively. It is also important to acknowledge that this process 
requires active participation by all. The bridge between leading, teaching, and learning 
assumes a relationship of respectful reciprocity, as it cannot be the responsibility of just 
some adults or youth to cultivate and maintain the conditions for true belonging. The next 
section interrogates the organization by examining the current and future states for moving 
toward true belonging from a feminist-transformative lens. 
Leadership-Focused Vision for Change 
This section will articulate the discrepancy between the present and envisioned 
future state of the organization, and the change drivers that surface as a result of the 
incongruence. While this section identifies challenges, it is done for the purpose of moving 
closer toward the possible future state. 
Present State 
The current Strategic Plan is outdated, offering an opportunity for community 
regeneration and evolution in creating a new plan and vision for Athena Academy. The 
current union bargaining agreement ends in 2021, so negotiations are also set to begin for a 
new union contract. While the processes of strategic plan development and union bargaining 
can be viewed as opportunities for positive change, the culture and climate are not optimal. 
The reality is that the school runs both as a business and a learning organization, and tension 
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exists between these two competing forces (Fullan, 2020, 2021). Right now, the greater 
emphasis is on the organization as a business, so the approach is coming from the outside-in; 
this results in a focus on components that stray from belonging and lead to the traditional, 
patriarchal structure of schools in the form of scarcity, competition, and reactivity.  
As an independent school that relies on enrolment and tuition, our culture responds 
to the neoliberal, patriarchal demands of individuality, competition, power, control, and 
scarcity rather than a community of connectedness and collaboration (Gonick et al., 2009; 
hooks, 2015; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Smith & Paterson, 2018). We are currently in a state 
of survival, primarily due to low enrolment. While most independent schools are feeling the 
financial impact of lower enrolment due to COVID-19, this precarious balance is something 
that we have been responding to every year that I have been an employee.  
Added pressure is placed on the teaching staff to uphold, promote, and prioritize the 
needs of the organization as a business. Most, if not all, staff are spread thinly and 
expectations with extra responsibilities continue to add up, despite still being in a global 
pandemic (Athena Academy staff, personal communication, June 23, 2021). This inhibits the 
time and space for the adults to focus on what truly matters. For example, in 2021 a group of 
students brought up a range of opportunities for school improvement, from changing dated 
English-only language policies to be more inclusive and less punitive, as well as a request to 
use gender-inclusive language throughout the school more consistently. Despite being 
important initiatives put forward by students, when presented to the whole staff, the 
response was inconsistent and mostly resistant or hesitant at the high school level. While 
some of the resistance may relate to a lack of understanding of why inclusive language 
matters, it can also be attributed to staff being overwhelmed. Staff and administration are 
working hard to keep up with the demands of the business, and the costs of these changes 
result in the academy not meeting the varied needs of the students. Even if staff are 
successful at cultivating meaningful learning experiences and relationships on top of the 
added demands, it comes at the cost of personal well-being (Waller, 2020). As a result, the 
majority of staff are burnt out and feel unsupported, yet still want to continue working hard 
48 
for the academy’s amazing student population (Waller, 2020). This effort and commitment 
are not just in response to enrolment but is due to the fact that Athena Academy has an 
incredible group of students, and the majority of adults care about the development and 
well-being of the students as people.  
Future State 
As the present state reflects survivability, Athena Academy needs to move to a place 
of true belonging in all areas in order to thrive. The goal is not to create a perfect school, as 
all organizations have flaws, but simply to create conditions that allow for girls to belong and 
thrive; a part of this is ensuring that the adults in the building feel empowered, as they are 
the primary generators of said conditions. This means that greater balance needs to exist 
between the learning organization and business organization of Athena Academy. With 
greater trust and communication, we can be an independent school that can cocreate a 
community of connectedness and collaboration (Fullan, 2020); we can be a place where both 
adults and students will want to come, stay, belong, and thrive. There will likely always be an 
emphasis on enrolment, but the future state sees classes having waitlists with robust 
programming; this is where true evolution and growth can occur. 
The overarching organizational leadership approach follows Fullan’s (2020) 
transformational model with attention paid to the five components of effective leadership: 
moral purpose, understanding the dynamics of change, relationships, deep learning, and 
daily coherence making. Change is steady, but selective. Energy, enthusiasm, and hope 
reverberate throughout the organization as a result of this leadership approach. A renewed 
community commitment exists, and the results are that, as Fullan (2020) so aptly stated, 
“More good things happen; fewer bad things happen” (p. 9). This framework is not limited to 
the formal leaders of the organization; in fact, this leadership framework can also exist in a 
classroom between teachers and students. Enabling Fullan’s (2020) leadership framework in 
the classrooms would allow for an inside-out and outside-in approach to organizational 
change rather than the typical top-down, hierarchical approach (Ferdman et al., 2020; 
Fullan, 2021). 
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While Buller (2014) suggested that strategic plans are not useful in achieving 
transformative change in education, I do believe that this document, if designed using a 
feminist, community-based participatory approach, could be a solid start to putting the 
organization on a new, more community-minded and unified path (H. Brown, 1992; 
Mertens, 2009, 2020; Wasserman, 2020); this would be the outside-in approach that is 
needed to complete the holistic, cyclical community of true belonging (Ferdman et al., 
2020). As for the union bargaining process, a future state of union and administration 
relations would aim for amicable negotiations. This process could be an opportunity for 
evolution, if steps are taken to shift the focus away from the ‘us versus them’ stance and 
more towards the beloved community where conflict can strengthen and unite (Brosi & 
hooks, 2012; Cruz Teller, 2020). The resulting contracts would affirm that staff are heard, 
supported, and valued by both the administration and union. 
Change Drivers 
The discrepancy between the present and future states indicates that there are three 
drivers of change that need to be intentionally addressed. Two of these drivers are negatively 
impacting the organization and one is a gap; all are opportunities for driving positive change. 
The first driver is competition. As stated in the organizational context, choices are 
made based on a response to the competing public and independent schools in the area. 
Unfortunately, this does not leave Athena Academy with much room for growth, as this 
reactivity plays right into the competitiveness of neoliberalism (McCall, 2015; Pomerantz & 
Raby, 2017). While there is absolutely a need to be aware of the competition, our choices and 
actions do not have to mirror what other schools are doing. A suggested practice is to collect 
both quantitative and qualitative data regularly to ensure that the intentions are making the 
required impact, and to share this out to the wider community (Cole & Stewart, 2012; Efron 
& Ravid, 2020; Mertens, 2009, 2020). Valuable learning experiences happen at Athena 
Academy and it is time that the organization is confident in sharing this, unabashedly so. 
In connection to the first change driver, the second change driver is to be more 
research and data informed as an organization. Data are used to provide information to help 
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an organization determine when to stay the course and when to pivot (Cole & Stewart, 2012; 
Efron & Ravid, 2020; Mertens, 2009, 2020). Continual collaborative action research and 
dialogue can help educators stay on top of educational trends, specifically relating to girls 
and learning (Efron & Ravid, 2020, Mertler, 2018). While the process follows a more 
community-based approach, it still must be balanced with sound evidence and research 
beyond the ideas of the community (Efron & Ravid, 2020; Mertens, 2009, 2020). Then, data 
are collected on a regular basis as action research to ensure a continued alignment with the 
organizational goals. As a small school, it is easy to have a limited perspective of what could 
be; yet, we have the opportunity to create an exceptional plan for our future that is grounded 
in best practice. That being said, it also needs to have the flexibility of considering the 
unknown, as a future-focused plan can only anticipate so much. 
The final change driver that needs to be addressed is one of systemness (Fullan, 
2021). A tension exists between the learning and business sides of the organization, and this 
creates unnecessary fracture. Balance among with learning and business sides of the 
organization is vital to both adult and student belonging and well-being. Fullan (2021) 
identified the need to shift away from fragmentation toward the driver of systemness, and 
this is especially true for Athena Academy. “‘Systemness’ is defined as the sense that people 
have at all levels of the system that they are indeed the system” (Fullan, 2021, p. 33). Efforts 
to unite are stifled by fragmentation and lingering cultural underpinnings of the past, which 
make it very difficult for Athena Academy to move forward as a learning community. This 
fragmentation halts the student learning experience, and the youth also feel stifled as a 
result. The staff have varied understandings of what should be, which automatically creates 
disconnect and resistance. While some of this resistance can be understood, the fact is that 
change is a natural process of education (Fullan, 2020). The opportunity to view systemness 
as a change driver is one of inclusion and respect for educators. As Fullan (2021) stated, 
systemness “means they have a responsibility to interact with, learn from, contribute to and 
be a living member of the system as it evolves” (p. 33). Fullan further introduced that this 
can be best achieved through connected autonomy: “The system solution means that one has 
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to be simultaneously connected and autonomous, adjusting to the situation … [and that] the 
state of connected autonomy will be dynamically balanced in a way that favours both 
individuals and the group” (p. 34). This way, those involved in the system will feel trusted to 
do the work they need to, while being a clear and cohesive part of the greater system. When 
adults feel included and respected as a part of the system, this inclusion and respect can then 
be continued in the classroom. A potential challenge in achieving connected autonomy is a 
firm attachment to the past at Athena Academy. While the past and history of an 
organization is important, it must also have the ability to change (Fullan, 2020). The next 
section determines the change readiness of Athena Academy and identifies the most pressing 
precursors that require attention before implementing large-scale and day-to-day changes. 
Organizational Change Readiness 
A feminist-transformative lens does not align with the commonly functionalist 
approach to change readiness, namely those derived through prescribed stages, checklists, 
and purely quantitative measures. The feminist-transformative approach does not suit a ‘one 
size fits all’ approach or process (Bruce & McKee, 2020; Bunjun et al., 2006; Mertens, 2009, 
2020). In a small, 100+ year old independent all-girls school, history and traditions are 
sacred to our identity and must be considered in the change process. Long-standing 
members of the community hold dearly the processes and initiatives they helped bring to 
life. Too much change can also be exhaustive and inauthentic; teachers feel burnout and 
have come to not trust the process or expect any follow through. Fullan (2020) stated that 
education exists as a culture of change, and that this process is messy. It is up to the 
organizational leaders to navigate through and manage the messy by providing the 
structures needed for ongoing growth and success (Fullan, 2020). It is vital to consider 
change as a process rather than be reactive and implement change without deep inquiry. As 
such, Rafferty and Simons (2006) needs-based analysis has been chosen to determine the 
change readiness of this educational organization. 
52 
Needs-Based Analysis 
The chosen approach to determining change readiness identifies what people need 
for a positive change process. This approach aligns with the feminist-transformative lens, 
because any change needs to be for the purpose of strengthening the community (hooks, 
2015). It can be inferred that a school can really only be student-centred if the adults feel a 
sense of true belonging and have what they need to thrive amid the ongoing culture of 
change (Waller, 2020). Just as the main OIP question explores the conditions required for 
girls to thrive, Rafferty and Simons (2006) established that certain components or 
conditions need to be present prior to initiating the change process, and these components 
vary depending on the type of change: organizational transformation (large-scale changes) or 
fine-tuning (day-to-day) changes. 
Large-Scale Changes 
For readiness of organizational transformation (large-scale changes), Rafferty and 
Simons (2006) reported, “Trust in senior organizational leaders, self-efficacy for change, 
perceived organizational support, and flexible policies and procedures” (p. 343) must exist. 
As the large-scale changes take more time, these four factors must be ensured throughout 
the change process as well, not just at the beginning. As whole organizational transformation 
is outside of my scope, I have chosen to transfer this approach to a classroom setting. From 
the lens of a student, the pre-conditions for large-scale change can be translated to trust in 
teachers and administrators, autonomy to guide learning and inquiry, perceived support in 
the learning process, and flexibility through student voice and choice. These conditions are 
in direct connection to the factors for how girls thrive identified by Deak and Adams (2010): 
confidence, competence, and connectedness. 
Day-to-Day Changes 
Examining the readiness for day-to-day change is important, as this is where the 
greatest amount of change occurs in a school. The flexibility and multitasking required for a 
teacher to manage and facilitate everything that happens daily is quite extraordinary. For the 
fine-tuning (day-to-day) changes, Rafferty and Simons (2006) share that “trust in peers, 
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systems and logistics support, participation, self-efficacy for change, and trust in senior 
organizational leaders” (p. 343) must exist to indicate readiness. Determining day-to-day 
change readiness should be fluid, as these are the kinds of situations that community 
members will face regularly. The student lens might view the day-to-day change readiness as 
needing trust in classmates, communication and support for logistics of daily and upcoming 
events, opportunities for participation, autonomy to guide learning and inquiry, and trust in 
teachers and administrators. 
Determining Change Readiness 
Interestingly enough, the research of Rafferty and Simons (2006) indicated that more 
components are required for the readiness of fine tuning, day-to-day changes than large-
scale changes. Often readiness of the change process is viewed from the large-scale lens, but 
the importance of considering what is required for people to feel ready for the day-to-day 
changes cannot be overstated. The only two components that overlap with both large-scale 
and day-to-day change readiness are “self-efficacy and trust in organizational leaders” 
(Rafferty & Simons, 2006, p. 343). These two components speak directly to what Fullan 
(2021) referred to as the need for connected autonomy. Without self-efficacy and trust in 
leaders, community readiness for large-scale and day-to-day changes will be low. As noted by 
Fullan (2020), trust and empowerment are incredibly important for an organization to 
function positively and move forward as a community. 
A more holistic, feminist-transformative view of change readiness might use a 
spectrum to gauge readiness versus a simple yes or no binary. This way, the most pressing 
readiness factors can be prioritized and explicitly addressed as a community. The change 
readiness spectrum of the Athena Academy community, as indicated in Figure 2, is based on 
evidence gathered from recent town hall meetings (student and staff town hall meetings, 
personal communication, June 9, 2021) and the change readiness indicators of Rafferty and 
Simons (2006).  
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Figure 2  
Change Readiness Spectrum of Athena Academy 
 
Figure 2 shows some really interesting trends, namely where readiness is low for 
adults and higher for youth. The two indicators that overlap for both large-scale change and 
day-to-day change are “self-efficacy and trust in organizational leaders” (Rafferty & Simons, 
2006, p. 343). As shown above, the readiness spectrum shows a lower level for adults than 
youth in both categories. The rest of this section highlights the areas in which Athena 
Academy needs to increase change readiness. 
As previously discussed, the students at Athena Academy are recognizing the 
importance of expressing where change is needed, specifically for greater inclusion in 
regards to race, sexual identity, and gender identity. As Athena Academy actively promotes 
student voice, the organization must ensure that adults have what they need to be a part of 
the change as well; otherwise the change process is going to be too slow to meet the student 
expectations, and the first two factors of self-efficacy and trust are at risk of declining for 
both youth and adults. Along with self-efficacy and trust, the adults at Athena Academy need 
to demonstrate greater readiness through increased perceived organizational support when 
faced with large-scale changes. For day-to-day changes, both the youth and adults 
demonstrate a need for greater readiness in regards to systems and logistics support. For 
both youth and adults, this component comes down to the need for more efficient and 
effective communication channels. 
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By integrating the work of Deak and Adams (2010), one could conclude that the three 
factors for how girls thrive—confidence, competence, and connectedness—could also 
coincide with change readiness. A high level of trust indicates a confidence in others and that 
they are acting in the best interests of the community. Trust can also indicate a perception of 
competence in job capability. Individuals can also feel confident and competent in their 
abilities, when provided with the proper means of support during the change process. As for 
connectedness, Figure 2 indicates a higher level of trust in peers and participation, which 
allows space for connection and cultivation of relationships. Adopting Fullan’s (2021) 
concept of connected autonomy could allow for Athena Academy to be a place where people 
feel trust in their senior leaders, feel capable in enacting change according to their purview, 
and experience even greater connectedness for belonging.  
The final piece worth exploring further is communication, as efficient, clear, and 
effective communication can positively impact all three factors of confidence, competence, 
and connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010). The feminist-transformative approach might 
suggest an openness and transparency in continual generative dialogue around these topics 
of change readiness (Adams et al., 2019; H. Brown, 1992; Wasserman, 2020; Whitney et al., 
2019). Generative dialogue is defined by Adams et al. (2019) as a “process of deliberate 
conversations” (p. 92) between members of a community, including formal leaders, teachers, 
and students. Empathy and trust underpin the ideal environment for generative dialogue, as 
this is where critical reflection can truly occur. The premise of generative dialogue is to 
engage in productive, creative, thought-provoking conversation with the goal of promoting 
growth, not achievement. While this may seem like an extra burden of time and energy, the 
inclusion and consideration of others as a component of change could do wonders for 
community buy-in.  
An interrogation of organizational change readiness is imperative to the change 
process, as it identifies the precursors for change, highlights underlying challenges that may 
need to be addressed first, and solidifies the direction that the entire organization needs to 
take. Failing to consider the readiness of an organization in the change process threatens to 
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diminish and perhaps destroy all of the hard work and good intentions of leaders to make a 
positive impact for the organization. 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter introduced the organization, primarily in connection to the identified 
PoP. The political, economic, social, and cultural influences of Athena Academy identified a 
current tension between the business and educational aspects of the organization. Athena 
Academy is challenged with confidently owning an all-girls experience that defies the status 
quo of traditional schools. The aspirations of the organization aim for unity, robust 
programming, and true belonging for all. 
In an effort to address how Athena Academy could challenge the functionalist, 
patriarchal school structure, this inquiry is built around the intersectional feminist-
transformative theoretical lens. This lens focuses on bringing inclusion, community, voice, 
generative dialogue, and justice to the process of change. The leadership approach is a 
combination of three theories: transformative, inclusive, and connective leadership. This 
approach aims to address the PoP, which is the lack of true belonging in an all-girls school. 
External data support that Canadian youth feel a decreased belonging in school today. 
Athena Academy’s main change drivers were identified as: competition, data and 
research, and systemness. To determine the level change readiness, identifying and enacting 
precursors for change is recommended for ensuring that the conditions for change in both 
the day-to-day operations and large-scale changes are optimal. 
Chapter 2 uses the insights from this chapter to focus on the planning and 
development of the Organizational Improvement Plan. The focus shifts from the ‘what is’ in 
the functionalist structure and further considers ‘what could be’ from a feminist-
transformative theoretical lens. 
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Chapter 2: Planning and Development 
In Chapter 1, I presented the foundational aspects of the organization and the PoP. 
For this chapter, the focus shifts to what makes a school function—the people. A leadership 
conceptual model is introduced to identify the conditions required for a community of true 
belonging in leading, teaching, and learning. A framework for leading the change process is 
introduced, and a critical organizational analysis follows. The critical organizational analysis 
is grounded in a three-level cultural analysis to reveal required changes and next steps. 
Based on the organizational analysis, possible PoP solutions are brought forward and 
critically considered with respect to resource needs, benefits, and consequences. This chapter 
concludes with a discussion on the ethical considerations of this project. 
Leadership Approaches to Change 
The overall focus of this PoP is to address the lack of true belonging that can exist in 
an all-girls learning environment. The goal of this section is to take the feminist-
transformative theoretical lens and translate it into something actionable through 
leadership. For the purpose of this inquiry, leadership is defined as the daily actions taken by 
anyone in a community, regardless of the title that is held (B. Brown, 2018). This section 
employs leadership to address the overarching question of this inquiry: What conditions are 
required in an all-girls learning environment to authentically cultivate a sustained 
community of true belonging, so girls can support each other and be women who support 
one another? The concept of belonging is incredibly important for girls (Deak & Adams, 
2020; Vail, 2002; Whitney et al., 2019). Heto and Indangasi (2020) identified a social 
disharmony that exists in the world today as a direct result of people’s inability to coexist or 
belong with one another. School is an institution in which people should be able to belong 
meaningfully (Allen et al., 2018); therefore, identifying the conditions for a community of 
true belonging becomes a vital exploration for everyone involved. 
I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the importance of inclusive leadership and 
how true belonging connects to the incredibly relevant and timely concepts of diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI). Over the course of specifically the last year and a half, injustices 
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in social, economic, political, and environmental spheres have reignited the demand for 
greater diversity, equity, inclusion, justice, and belonging. This demand has caused both 
divisiveness and unity in society, and organizations are not exempt from needing to address 
these calls to action explicitly; for this purpose, I want to take a moment to define the first 
three terms, starting with equity. 
B. Brown (2020) discussed equity as the basis of getting to the root of diversity, 
inclusion, and belonging. In her interview with Aiko Bethea, equity is defined as being about 
intentionally “recognizing [how] people who have systemically and historically been 
excluded, are marginalized” (B. Brown, 2020, 9:48–9:53). Diversity, inclusion, and 
belonging cannot exist without first recognizing the need for equity in a community. 
Diversity is the variety in representation of people who exist as a part of a team, 
organization, community; diversity is who is in the room. Meaningful diversity must take 
into account and actively include communities that are marginalized or who have been 
historically marginalized due to their identity. As Aiko Bethea stated, “Including race, 
gender, ethnicity, nationality, national origin, different abilities, and … LGBT[Q+]” 
(B. Brown, 2020, 7:45–7:59). It is important to note is that it is possible for a community to 
be diverse and not inclusive (B. Brown, 2020). 
If diversity is about who is in the room, then inclusion is about who sits at the table 
and is heard (B. Brown, 2020). B. Brown (2020) defined inclusion as follows:  
Creating a space in an environment where people feel like they can actually express 
dissent, where they can bring their ideas to the table, and it’s not a matter of just 
feeling welcomed, but also valued, “What I say matters. The perspective that I bring 
matters, my lived experience matters.” (8:42–9:05) 
Ferdman et al. (2020) indicated, “The essence of inclusion has to do with how much people 
feel appreciated, valued, safe, respected, engaged, able to be authentic, and therefore able 
and willing to provide their full contributions to the collective” (p. 7). 
When DEI are achieved, a space opens for belonging. The opposite can be true—
without authentic work being done by all in an organization toward greater DEI, then true 
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belonging cannot be achieved. While it is out of my scope to create and implement DEI 
policies in my organization, I commit to continuing the DEI journey both personally and 
professionally in order to be an active accomplice in this incredibly important undertaking; I 
intend to do this by showing up as a transformative, inclusive, and connective leader, each 
and every day. 
Conceptual Model for Leading, Teaching, and Learning 
This section aims to address the guiding question: in what ways can a conceptual 
leadership model be the catalyst to co-constructing a community of true belonging? An 
underlying assumption that I hold is that leadership includes all community members and is 
based on and rooted in everyone’s daily actions, rather than existing only for those who hold 
a formal title. With this assumption comes the belief that every person can be a part of the 
change process through the continual interactions and interconnectedness of leadership, 
teaching, and learning. It is important to note as well that cultivating belonging is more than 
a one dimensional process and multiple leadership styles are required to allow for a holistic 
approach.  
In a functionalist school setting, the expectation is that students learn and teachers 
teach (Belenky et al., 1997; Deak & Adams, 2010; Fullan, 2020). In an all-girls school that 
seeks to unmap from the traditional, functionalist structure, a feminist lens can be applied to 
the learning–teaching relationship by offering a different way of being that is more 
reciprocal and relational in nature (Belenky et al., 1997; Whitney et al., 2019). Based on these 
premises, I have designed a conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning to build a 
community of true belonging in an all-girls school. The basis of this model is inspired by bell 
hook’s (2015) feminist concept of a beloved community. Specifically, “the beloved 
community defines the relationships among those working for change and also the desired 
result of these efforts” (Brosi & hooks, 2012, p. 76). Instead of solely focusing on the actions 
of adults in order to achieve true belonging, this conceptual model relies on the relationships 
between and among youth and adults that go in harmony with intentional leadership, 
teaching, and learning (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3  
Conceptual Model for True Belonging in Leading, Teaching, and Learning 
 
In this framework, leadership acts as the conduit between teaching and learning. Leadership 
by all can allow for a more relational and meaningful experience for those involved (Brosi & 
hooks, 2012; B. Brown, 2018). It is acknowledged that this approach requires a shift in 
practice. Youth might need some time to trust in being provided opportunity for leadership 
and voice in a classroom setting, and adults might need to be more vulnerable by having 
“power-with” (Follett, 1998, p. xviii) instead of “power-over” (p. xviii).  
It is important to note that, for the purpose of this OIP, the actions start with the 
adults. While this OIP focuses on my role as a leader in this process, it is assumed that, in 
time, all teachers will have the capacity to use this framework of leadership, teaching, and 
learning in their classrooms to cultivate a culture of true belonging. This OIP assumes that 
all teachers are open to providing support to their students for developing the positive 
qualities required for belonging. According to Allen et al. (2018), teacher support “refers to 
teachers who promote mutual respect, care, encouragement, friendliness, fairness and 
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autonomy” (p. 5). Teacher support is a requirement for true belonging. Engaging with 
teachers in this work, though incredibly beneficial, is currently out of my scope. 
The conceptual model for fostering a community of true belonging in an all-girls 
school starts with centring the focus on the three components of how girls thrive: 
competence, confidence, and connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010). Deak and Adams 
indicated that many girls find greater success and feel better about their learning in 
“democratic, cooperative, connected, inclusive, hands-on educational settings” (p. 19). 
Faulkner et al. (2009) revealed that girls feel a greater sense of belonging when they feel a 
positive sense of self in their learning. Allen et al. (2018) identified that belonging is 
supported by positive personal qualities such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, and relatability. An 
all-girls classroom must provide learning opportunities for these components to be actively 
experienced rather than simply discussed (Deak & Adams, 2010; Eldridge & McLafferty, 
2021). 
An added layer of the conceptual model aims to connect the theory of how girls thrive 
to three competency sets that are aligned with the Soka educational philosophy: the heartset, 
mindset, and skillset (Heto & Indangasi, 2020). The premise is that these Soka educational 
goals are achieved through dialogue, global citizenship, and human education (Goulah & Ito, 
2015). The Soka philosophy has strayed from the Western, neoliberal, patriarchal approach 
to education and instead asserted that there are two main roles of education: functional and 
inspirational (Heto & Indangasi, 2020). The functional role is different from the 
functionalist paradigm introduced in Chapter 1. According to Heto and Indangasi (2020), 
the functional role in education “helps learners acquire the skillset necessary to explore and 
create value in the physical and social world” (p. 3). Inspirationally, educators are meant to 
“expose the world to learners through language, image, activity, co-production, and co-
exploration” (Heto & Indangasi, 2020, p. 3). This role aligns with the feminist-
transformative approach, as it is active, engaging, inquiry-based, and collaborative (Belenky 
et al., 1997; H. Brown, 1992; Shields, 2018; Wasserman, 2020). These two Soka roles of 
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education are meant to inspire lifelong learning, personal and collective growth, value, 
meaning, and purpose, fostering the conditions for becoming fully human.  
Together, the components for how girls thrive and sets for sustained value and 
purpose lead to the following three markers of true belonging: the skillset of competence, the 
mindset of confidence, and the heartset of connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & 
Indangasi, 2020). The key to these markers is that intentional transformative, inclusive, and 
connected leadership by all bridges the gap between learning and teaching to foster the 
conditions for true belonging (Ferdman et al., 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2017; Shields, 2018). 
Skillset of Competence 
Each marker of belonging has a coinciding community statement. Influenced by the 
work of Deak and Adams (2010), a skillset of competence says to each community member: 
All community members have contributions to bring to the table and they matter; this 
learning journey is continuous, and individuals will need to keep an open and critical mind 
throughout this process. Girlhood studies identified that girls are often seen as the “other” 
(Caron, 2011, p. 80); as a result, girls are not visible and do not feel as though their 
contributions are valuable (Caron, 2011, 2016; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Whitney et al., 
2019). Heto and Indangasi (2020) recognized the importance of wisdom in a learning 
community, both in the form of knowledge and lived experiences, as “an essential ingredient 
for fostering meaningful coexistence” (p. 2). Shields’s (2018, 2020) work on transformative 
leadership in education is the foundational basis for cultivating a skillset of competence.  
Transformative leadership in education insists that competence goes far beyond 
simply memorizing facts (Shields, 2018); transformative leadership holds a criticality of 
power, specifically in regard to the ways in which this power needs to shift to allow for DEI 
(Shields, 2018, 2020). Shields (2018) identified two major goals of transformative leadership 
in education: to reconstruct schools to be institutions that benefit society as a whole and to 
redesign teaching and learning to facilitate students in inquiry that “(re)connects them to the 
challenges, inequities, beauties, and wonders of the marvelously diverse and complex world 
in which we live” (p. x). These goals absolutely connect with the Soka philosophy and would 
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undoubtedly lead to positive growth and development of a community of true belonging 
(Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
It is important to note that Athena Academy is an independent school and holds 
privilege in the educational world. While gender can definitely be a form of oppression, by no 
means is this OIP aiming to diminish the oppressive experiences around the world today. 
Instead, the focus is on utilizing transformative leadership, teaching, and learning to 
redesign the nature of education at an all-girls school in order to cultivate belonging, make a 
difference for others, and benefit society as a whole. 
Transformative leadership, teaching, and learning responds to both the multiple 
perspectives that exist in an organization as well as in today’s VUCA world (Shields, 2018, 
2020). A VUCA world does not focus on right or wrong answers or operate as business as 
usual; instead, a school that acknowledges a VUCA world embraces the messiness of 
constant change, solves problems, identifies opportunities, communicates, reflects, and stays 
aligned with the mission and vision around student learning (Shields, 2018). Deviating from 
the testing culture, Shields (2018) insisted, “Intellectual development, respect for and 
understanding of differences, global curiosity and responsibility, individual excellence, and 
socially just global citizenship” (p. x) must become the norm. 
The transformative approach allows for a community of true belonging that widens 
the holders of knowledge, questions the status quo, identifies how community members are 
all connected, and creates a safe, reflective space for a purposeful learning process (Shields, 
2018, 2020).  
Mindset of Confidence 
Influenced by the work of Deak and Adams (2010), a mindset of confidence 
statement says to each community member: “I see you. Your uniqueness matters. You/we 
can do this. This community of true belonging will help you to learn about yourself and 
others.” Over the last 9 years, I have learned the degree to which a girl is able to support 
another girl comes down to how she feels about herself. Confidence is not to be confused 
with entitlement; rather, confidence is about knowing and being comfortable with the 
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becoming of oneself and being supportive in this journey for others (B. Brown, 2018). 
Having confidence means knowing that there is no need for comparison, as each person is 
unique and has different strengths and weaknesses. Deak and Adams (2010) confirmed that 
confidence is sometimes an assumed aspect of an all-girls school, yet they also stated that it 
needs to be continually fostered through setting a climate of trust and acceptance. Bonomo 
(2017) stated girls often underestimate their abilities, are often critical of themselves and 
their schoolwork, and take fewer risks as a result.  
Heto and Indangasi (2020) valued the process of personal growth and exploration as 
a part of building a community of true belonging, including making mistakes, forgiveness, 
and making amends. While a mindset of confidence seems to focus on the individual, the 
important component is that embodying this mindset allows girls to support one another. 
Heto and Indangasi identified the ultimate goal is to achieve a “diversity-driven society” 
(p. 2), and suggested looking within is one place to start: “Knowing oneself empowers the 
individual to accept their strength and flaws, develop an awareness of their life’s purpose, 
and channel their energy towards fulfilling that mission” (p. 5); this premise supports B. 
Brown’s (2018) definition of true belonging and validates the idea that cultivating a mindset 
of confidence requires inclusive leadership (Ferdman et al., 2020). 
Ferdman et al. (2020) indicated inclusive leadership requires the awareness and 
ability for “noticing, engaging with, and creating space for multiple dimensions of diversity” 
(p. 7) in order to address the DEI gap and create space for true belonging. The space for 
inclusion and belonging can provide opportunities for perspectives to be shared, differences 
to be seen as strengths, and identify biases or missing narratives (Ferdman et al., 2020). 
Inclusive leadership addresses the mindset, practices, values, and systems that are required 
to make inclusion sustainable (Ferdman et al., 2020). 
Johnson and Lambert (2020) indicated, “Transparency, trusting and empowering 
others, alignment of allies, and motivating cultural change” (pp. 66–67) are the cornerstones 
for cultivating belonging through inclusive leadership. Wasserman (2020) added, “Instilling 
the conditions for an inclusive culture calls for both creating a sense of vulnerability and 
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taking a stance of integrity” (p. 85). More importantly, however, is that there is no one right 
way to approach the work of an inclusive leader; “inclusive leadership may be less about 
having a definable list of attributes and more about how we create the conditions for 
including, such that all people, even those who typically feel marginalized, are actively 
engaged” (Wasserman, 2020, p. 92).  
Culturally responsive and inclusive teaching and learning approaches of various 
researchers (Gonick et al., 2009; Smith & Paterson, 2018; Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 1995) 
allow for an in-depth examination to consider how the variety of identities, needs, and 
considerations that exist within a classroom can be included and supported, so confidence 
can be fostered. Recognizing each person as a valuable member of the classroom will 
undoubtedly lead to positive results in the long term. It is beneficial for learning 
organizations to invest in professional development so teachers are equipped to facilitate 
inclusive and culturally responsive teaching, leading, and learning. Moore (2016) 
emphasized this work needs to be embraced by all educators because the supports for 
inclusion actually benefit all learners. 
A mindset of confidence in an inclusive classroom is where the use of 
intersectionality can be the most powerful; using an intersectional feminist lens can identify 
classroom considerations. For example, the considerations for my classroom include gender, 
race, sexual orientation, pronoun use, culture, language, learning, physical health, mental 
health, and home proximity (Dill & Kohlman, 2012; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). By visibly 
acting upon these considerations through an inclusive teaching practice, each person can feel 
comfortable and confident in knowing that they are seen as a unique part of the community, 
that they are accepted, and that they are enough. 
Heartset of Connectedness 
Influenced by the work of Deak and Adams (2010), a heartset of connectedness 
statement says to every community member: “I care about this subject material. I care 
about you and your learning experience. Everyone who is a part of this community is in 
this experience together.” Connectedness is a delicate balance between the individual and 
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the collective, recognizing a situational importance for both in the classroom. While a 
heartset of connectedness focuses on cultivating the relationships of a community through 
leadership, there is also a strong connection to learning and teaching. Although this section 
focuses heavily on the relationships between community members, this comes with an 
assumption that curricular standards are being taught and assessed through intentional, 
relevant, and authentic means. The definition statement explicitly indicates that there is a 
care about the subject material and learning, and this also needs to be present in order for a 
heartset of connectedness to occur. 
The Soka philosophy places great emphasis on the interdependence of relationships, 
specifically between teacher and student (Mino & Heto, 2020). Social relationships require 
continuous tending, as they are flexible and ever changing (Heto & Indangasi, 2020). The 
heartset of connectedness does not just limit meaningful interactions to one's immediate 
social circle; rather, the heartset of connectedness aims to reduce barriers and promote 
inclusion so that community members feel comfortable in sharing their ideas and 
experiences (Heto & Indangasi, 2020). The human condition thrives on connections with 
others; it is for this reason that members of a community seek to find relatability amongst 
one another. This relatability starts with leadership and having the emotional agility to know 
how to lead and cultivate connection in every given situation (David, 2016); therefore, 
cultivating a heartset of connectedness requires connective leadership (Lipman-Blumen, 
2000, 2017). 
Lipman-Blumen’s (2000, 2017) connective leadership theory determined that the 
greatest need for leadership effectiveness is to identify each situation as unique and apply 
specific leadership skills accordingly. Connective leadership requires flexibility to each given 
situation, and this relates to Fullan’s (2021) concept of connected autonomy. This approach 
requires strong intra and interpersonal skills and is incredibly inclusive when implemented 
successfully. Fullan (2020) posited that trust and positive relationships are the most integral 
components of effective leadership. Lipman-Blumen (2010) confirmed, “Connective leaders 
build a context of community in which the most diverse groups can enjoy a sense of 
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belonging” (p. 774). When a girl feels connected to something meaningful, she is more likely 
to take positive risks (Deak & Adams, 2010). 
Both Belenky et al. (1997) and Deak and Adams (2010) outlined approaches for 
connected teaching and learning for girls. To achieve connectedness, Deak and Adams 
(2010) identified the need to create conditions in schools, and at home, which will “ensure 
how girls will thrive even in the face of the toxicity that they are facing and will face” (p. xvi). 
Deak and Adams acknowledged that it is impossible to entirely remove the systemic 
imbalances that exist and instead identify ways to help girls to develop the tools needed to 
thrive. Deak and Adams encouraged teachers to first “set a climate of social safety” (p. xix) in 
their classroom. Five considerations for pedagogy are offered by Deak and Adams (2010) 
when teaching the curriculum: (a) airtime, (b) modelling and mentoring, (c) hands-on 
experiences, (d) cooperative learning, and (e) connectedness. The type of classroom that 
creates room for this experience requires a high level of facilitation skills, comfort in sharing 
the classroom space with students, and having “power-with” (Follett, 1998, p. xviii) instead 
of “power-over” (p. xviii) the learning community. Connectedness is perhaps the most 
memorable component of a girls’ school experience, as connection creates a sense of true 
belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Belenky et al., 1997; Deak & Adams, 2010; Lipman-Blumen, 
2000, 2017; Whitney et al., 2019). 
Connection is built from mutual trust, compassion, shared experiences, fun, 
vulnerability, and relatability. This is where tension and conflict could come into play, as the 
delicate balance between teaching content and personal connection can become outweighed 
at times and conflict should be expected. Healthy conflict allows for addressing the problem 
through an objective lens. By working toward an agreed-upon solution or way forward, the 
community is strengthened (Brosi & hooks, 2012). Conflict becomes less negative and more 
normalized; conflict is less about judgement, blame, and being right and more about how to 
work a situation out together (Brosi & hooks, 2012; B. Brown, 2020). B. Brown (2020) and 
Wade (2019) discussed the power of facilitating healing conversations instead of needing to 
be right, which is an incredibly crucial component for building trust and connection. The 
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heartset of connectedness is essentially the compass to cultivating a community of true 
belonging.  
Heto and Indangasi (2020) further contended that students who are able to embody 
skillset, mindset, and heartset have the capacity to become “fully human-capable of 
conscious, conscientious, and compassionate decision-making” (p. 8). At the end of the day, 
this should be the ultimate goal of all-girls education—not the test, report card, number of 
university acceptances, or competitive one-upmanship. The next section addresses how 
Athena Academy can become an organization of true belonging through undergoing an 
intentional change process. 
Framework for Leading the Change Process 
As the conceptual model for leadership, teaching, and learning (Figure 3) aims to 
create the conditions required for cultivating a community of true belonging, an 
organizational framework needs to lead the change process. The chosen framework for 
leading change is grounded in a transformative research and evaluation model. This model 
will be used to ensure that the experiences and thoughts of community members are sought 
and taken into consideration. By utilizing the feminist-transformative lens, specific attention 
can be paid to the following guiding question: How can this inquiry focus on how girls belong 
and thrive, while still existing in a traditional, patriarchal school structure? Although the 
system and institution of education remains patriarchal, Athena Academy can design a 
process for change that is more in line with an all-girls environment. 
These next two sections aim to address the guiding question: In what ways can an 
organization honour and acknowledge its people, traditions, and cultural history while 
continually implementing change? The following framework for leading organizational 
change focuses on Rothwell et al.’s (2016) concept of organizational development, and 
utilizes Merten’s (2009, 2020) transformative participatory model and Mertler’s (2018) 
cyclical collaborative action research process in leading change through iterative community-
based research and evaluation. 
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A Transformative and Participatory Model for Organizational Development 
As change in education is ongoing, the term organizational development is preferred 
over organizational change. Rothwell et al. (2016) defined organizational development as a 
long range, collaborative approach to the change process. Fullan (2020) stated education 
exists as a culture of change due to the perpetual pursuit of doing better. Rothwell et al. 
(2016) insisted that the organizational development process must be “interactive, relational, 
participative, and engaging” (p. 13) and this aligns perfectly with the feminist-transformative 
approach as well as with how girls learn best (H. Brown, 1992; Deak & Adams, 2010; 
Mertens, 2009, 2020; Wasserman, 2020; Whitney et al., 2019); as education is dynamic 
with many moving parts, a linear approach to development will not suffice (Rothwell et al., 
2016). Instead, an iterative approach to organizational development is more fitting. 
Rothwell et al. (2016) identified the most valued resource of an organization is the 
people who are a part of it, and—“if thoughtfully and carefully taken care of—it is people who 
can make the positive impact to produce positive results for themselves, their teams, 
organizations, and industries” (p. 2). One way to foster true belonging in a culture of change 
is to include the community members in the process. This is why the transformative model of 
research and evaluation (see Figure 4) is significant, because it insists upon the inclusion of 
people as a part of the equation (Mertens, 2009, 2020). 
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Figure 4  
Transformative Model for Research and Evaluation 
 
Note. Transformative Research and Evaluation (p. 138), by D. Mertens, 2009, Guildford. 
The transformative approach is adaptive and is based on the needs of the community; 
in fact, community participation is expected. Ideally the research and evaluation process is 
cyclical, but it is understood that not all research projects have this ability. The advantage of 
using a transformative approach for organizational development is that it can be responsive 
to the type of change that is occurring but is clear in the need to have ongoing and 
transparent communication with the community (Mertens, 2009, 2020); this is crucial for 
maintaining alignment with the feminist approach and resisting the temptation to fall back 
into more linear and structuralist forms of research and evaluation (Mertens, 2009, 2020).  
While Merten’s (2009, 2020) transformative model for research and evaluation sets 
the stage for a community-based participatory process to ensue, the model itself is very open 
to how this can be done. In order to create a clear framework for organizational 
development, while maintaining alignment to the feminist-transformative lens, I have 
chosen to implement change using Mertler’s (2018) four stage cycle of collaborative action 
research. This process insists on partnership, is grounded in inquiry, and is designed for 
education. In direct connection to the purpose of this OIP, Mertler (2018) identified, “The 
main goal of action research is to address local-level problems of practice with the 
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anticipation of finding immediate answers to questions or solutions to those problems” (p. 
11). Chapter 3 specifically explains how Mertler’s (2018) four stages of planning, acting, 
developing, and reflecting are used for purposeful implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation of this OIP. 
Rothwell et al. (2016) identified that one major area of focus for organizational 
development is culture. Allen et al. (2021) indicated that “school belonging as a concept is 
unique to school environments and is influenced by a range of factors including school 
climate, cultural processes, broader societal issues, and historical/current events” (p. 139). 
Therefore, any lingering cultural barriers need to be addressed before committing to a 
change process for cultivating true belonging. As Athena Academy has been operating for 
100+ years, there are many historical and contemporary layers for examining culture. 
Critical Organizational Analysis 
Chapter 1 identified a disconnect between the learning organization and the business 
organization of Athena Academy, yet this PoP is focused on a lack of true belonging for girls 
in an all-girls school. As indicated in Chapter 1, the gaps in change readiness are greater for 
the adults of the organization. The adults of the organization also need to feel a sense of 
belonging (Rothwell et al., 2016; Waller, 2020); otherwise, it will be very difficult for them to 
foster true belonging with students, as empowered people empower people. Waller (2020) 
supported enhancing employee well-being can provide the ability, capacity, and energy to 
focus on true belonging. Therefore, the following organizational analysis considers the 
experiences of the adults of the organization. This critical organizational analysis uses Schein 
and Schein’s (2017) three-level approach to diagnosing cultural gaps and this serves as the 
first step for the change process.  
Cultural Analysis 
This analysis aims to acknowledge the importance of history in organizational 
development, as the visible artifacts, beliefs and values, underlying assumptions, 
experiences, and stories of an organization and its actors must be considered when enacting 
change (Schein & Schein, 2017). A cultural analysis fits with a feminist-transformative lens, 
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as it aims to understand the lived experiences of community members and identify the 
systems that need to change (Mertens, 2009, 2020; Schein & Schein, 2017).  As culture is 
formed by the people of an organization, a reciprocal process between leaders and 
community members is required during times of change. Schein and Schein (2017) 
introduced a cultural analysis structure based on the three levels of culture: artifacts, 
espoused beliefs and values, and basic underlying assumptions. 
Artifacts 
The cultural artifacts of an organization are seemingly the easiest to identify, as they 
are the physical, visible components. According to Schein and Schein (2017), examples of 
cultural artifacts include the physical environment, published documents such as charters, 
core values, and codes of conduct, and climate of the organization, such as behaviour 
routines and rituals that can be observed. Schein and Schein (2017) warned that while 
artifacts are easy to identify, they are the most difficult to understand. By trying to 
understand artifacts from one’s own observations and biases, researchers and leaders run 
the risk of adding their own judgements, which often leads to assumptions and 
misunderstandings. 
Espoused Beliefs and Values 
To understand artifacts from the perspective of the organization, Schein and Schein 
(2017) suggested asking questions to community members. The purpose of this level is to 
identify the alignment or gaps that exist when clarifying the beliefs of and values around 
“what ought to be … from what is” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 19). Often there is a mismatch 
between the desired behaviours and observed behaviours, and this stems from a gap or 
misunderstanding of values between the organization and people (Schein & Schein, 2017). 
Sometimes transformation of values and beliefs can occur successfully through a 
collaborative process, but this is not always the case. 
Tacit Cultural and Underlying Basic Assumptions 
The third and final level of analysis identifies the underlying basic assumptions. 
These assumptions exist as common, implicit understandings that occur without needing to 
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be reviewed or discussed (Schein & Schein, 2017). Underlying basic assumptions can make it 
difficult for new members of the community to feel a sense of true belonging, as too much 
can be assumed, and training or mentorship may only address the first two levels (Schein & 
Schein, 2017). Addressing this level can also bring out resistance, as it is very difficult and 
confronting to examine and reconsider heavily embedded basic underlying assumptions. 
Three-Level Cultural Analysis 
This critical organizational analysis utilizes Schein and Schein’s (2017) three-level 
cultural analysis. Schein and Schein identified the cultural analysis tool as a means to 
understand the culture of an organization in order to move forward with change. The 
purpose of using a cultural analysis tool is to create space for people to share any thoughts or 
feelings they may have been harbouring, as this will allow for a smoother path forward and 
help to build or rebuild relationships and trust (David, 2016; Fullan, 2020). Schein and 
Schein shared that both quantitative and qualitative approaches can be used when 
administering the cultural analysis tool; for the purpose of this OIP, however, the dialogic 
qualitative culture assessment process has been chosen. The dialogic qualitative culture 
assessment process utilizes “focused observations combined with individual or group 
interviews” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 271). In line with the feminist-transformative lens, 
Schein and Schein stated, “Deciphering culture cannot be standardized” (p. 257); this means 
that each organization must find the best way to use this analysis tool. The end goal, 
however, remains the same—for the organization “to figure out which elements of the 
existing culture will aid or hinder the change process” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 298). 
To apply the three-level cultural analysis with a qualitative lens in congruency with 
the feminist-transformative approach, Schein and Schein (2017) suggested facilitation 
through small group workshops or sessions with community members (Schein & Schein, 
2017). All three cultural levels—the artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic 
underlying assumptions—are examined individually and are then brought together to 
analyze the structure of culture in the organization using Schein and Schein’s lily pond 
metaphor. According to Schein and Schein, the farmer (leader) tends to the lily pond (the 
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organization) and has expectations of how the blossoms and leaves (artifacts) will grow. If 
the leader believes that the outcome is a sole, direct result of their actions, they may fail to 
recognize the other factors at play. Any inconsistencies between the pond outcome and the 
expectations of the farmer (espoused beliefs and values) require an examination of the root 
system and water by all parties. From here, the cultural DNA (tacit cultural and basic 
underlying assumptions) of the pond is identified and, if determined as a need, a process of 
change follows. In Figure 5, I present my findings using Schein and Schein’s lily pond 
metaphor visual. 
Figure 5  
Qualitative Three-Level Cultural Analysis 
 
I completed this cultural analysis from my perspective as an educator. The qualitative 
process outlined by Schein and Schein (2017) has been followed in this analysis, although it 
is important to note that the results are mere examples based on my own lived experience. 
Ideally, if this process were to be conducted, it would happen in small groups of teachers in 
which dialogue could be open, transparent, and fluid. I would create three groups: 
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elementary, middle, and secondary teachers and educational assistants. Community 
participation is important, as it allows for shared ownership and true belonging in this 
feminist-transformative process (Mertens, 2009, 2020). As a leader in this process, I could 
facilitate, cofacilitate, or support the cultural analysis workshops. My leadership style would 
reflect the commitment to the conceptual model; I would ensure that the adults feel 
connected to, visible, and justified in the process. 
The problem I aimed to address in this analysis is to unearth why the change process 
is so difficult at Athena Academy. In other words, I endeavoured to answer, what is keeping 
Athena Academy stuck in the traditional, functionalist structure of education? The cultural 
analysis process began with an examination of artifacts. The artifacts level asked the 
question, “What is going on here?” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 304). I started by 
brainstorming and listed all of the artifacts that are visibly seen or tangible to Athena 
Academy. Items such as the Strategic Plan (Athena Academy, 2012b), the Code of Conduct 
(Athena Academy, 2020), the mission, vision, and values (Athena Academy, 2012a) visually 
presented on the walls, promotional materials, the uniforms worn by students, and the 
interactions observed by community members made the list of artifacts. The second level 
aimed to identify the espoused beliefs and values of Athena Academy based on “what ought 
to be, as distinct from what is” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 19). To identify the espoused 
beliefs and values, the question asked was, “Why are you doing what you are doing?” (Schein 
& Schein, 2017, p. 304). Addressing the reasons why can help the group identify what is 
implicitly valued from the action and the reason. From this process, values such as rigour, 
competition, overwhelm, testing culture, and quantity of actions were identified; these values 
fall in line with the more structural, functionalist nature of schools, and this is exactly what 
the academy needs to step away from. From the list of artifacts and espoused values and 
beliefs, I then aimed to identify the underlying assumptions. To do so, I asked, “[What are] 
the critical assumption areas that pertain to the problem?” (Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 305). 
Based on the inquiry of determining what is keeping Athena Academy stuck in the 
traditional, functionalist structure of education, three underlying assumptions were 
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identified: the organization needs to exist in a “culture of busy” to visibly prove it’s worth, the 
business needs outweigh those of the learning organization, and promoting the academy as a 
STEM school will assert the school’s identity and boost enrolment. Whether intended or not, 
it can be said that all three of the underlying assumptions hinder true belonging at Athena 
Academy. 
Required Changes 
The cultural analysis revealed three areas for improvement at Athena Academy. I 
believe paying attention to these three areas will create the space needed for the community 
to cultivate greater belonging, perhaps for both youth and adults alike. 
The first underlying assumption from the cultural analysis is that the Athena 
Academy community needs to exist in a culture of busy to visibly prove worth as an 
educational institution. Perhaps this need to be seen to prove organizational worth is 
connected to the systemic preference for the continued dominance of the patriarchy in 
education. Consequently, the organization is caught up in doing more in order to be seen and 
recognized by the greater community, as optics play a large part in being an enrolment-
driven independent school. This takes away opportunities for authentic community 
connection and undermines the heartset of connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & 
Indangasi, 2020). A culture of busy generates feelings of chaos and confusion. Community 
members may not feel confident or competent in being a part of events. The required change 
that is needed for Athena Academy to step out from its current cycle of a culture of busy and 
choose quality over quantity in every decision, dedicating the most appropriate time and 
resources to these choices in order to become the best possible, and do so alongside the 
adults and youth (Bunjun et al., 2006; Shields, 2018). This will enable a shared why that is 
commonly understood and agreed upon, and everyone can participate with authentic 
connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
The second underlying assumption from the cultural analysis is that the business 
needs outweigh those of the learning organization. The tension that exists between the 
learning and business organizations as a result of being an independent school creates an us-
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versus-them culture, leaving both groups feeling misunderstood and likely frustrated. This 
tension undermines the mindset of confidence in both the business and learning 
organizations. Both groups feel as though the other is not doing enough to retain students. 
The required change is for the business and learning organizations to come together through 
connected autonomy (Fullan, 2020). This way, the two groups can work toward a common 
goal, tension is reduced, and mutual understanding and expectations are understood and 
agreed upon. It would be beneficial for the admissions team to spend time in the classrooms 
alongside teachers and students to have a better understanding of what meaningful teaching, 
learning, and leading looks like at Athena Academy. Alternatively, it would be beneficial for 
teachers to understand the admissions process and to agree upon what information is 
needed for students to feel a greater sense of belonging more quickly. Both the business and 
learning organizations must have a mindset of confidence for one another, as this is crucial 
in setting our students up for true belonging from day one. 
The final underlying assumption from the cultural analysis is the idea that promoting 
the academy as a STEM school will assert the school’s identity and boost enrolment. In 
choosing to be a STEM school, Athena Academy has inadvertently minimized anything not 
deemed science, technology, engineering or mathematics; this creates resentment, as crucial 
subjects and departments, not to mention students who do not identify with STEM, are left 
feeling undervalued and invisible by not fitting into the catchy acronym. Two requirements 
arise from this underlying assumption: inclusion and resources. By identifying as a STEM 
school, Athena Academy has done a disservice to both non-STEM and STEM teachers. The 
teachers who do not fit into the STEM acronym feel excluded from the vision and priorities 
of the school. STEM teachers have expressed that the proclamation was done hastily without 
a process or procedure to develop the required programming and obtain resources to truly be 
a thriving, robust STEM school. All of this undermines the skillset of competence that 
teachers need in order to do their jobs properly. The required change is for Athena Academy 
to clearly and inclusively define STEM as an organization, and move forward with a plan that 
will provide the proper support and resources for all. 
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I acknowledge that this analysis is based solely on my perspective, as I have not 
collected data from the community for this OIP; therefore, the findings are biased and 
limited to my worldview. As a leader in this process, my role is to make authentic 
connections with community members, make the work teachers do as part of a learning 
organization as visible as possible to the business organization, and offer transformative, 
robust programming in the humanities. It is important to note that, at the end of the 2020–
2021 school year, four new positions were created to address curriculum, STEM, special 
projects, and innovative programming. It is my hope that this core team will be able to move 
forward on the required changes noted above in order to lead Athena Academy in continued 
organizational development. 
Schein and Schein (2017) noted not all assumptions need to be changed at once and 
that not all change needs to include every single community member all the time; to adhere 
to the feminist-transformative approach, communication and transparency must be constant 
and multidirectional to ensure that all community members are included (H. Brown, 1992; 
Wasserman, 2020). By undergoing a cultural analysis as a part of the change process, 
challenging and unresolved aspects of the past can be shared, understood, and hopefully 
addressed. As a result, greater compassion, understanding, and respect for one another can 
be gained, and the Athena Academy community can move forward together. 
Next Steps: Moving from Problem-Based to Strengths-Based 
To maintain the integrity and intent of moving Athena Academy toward 
transformative organizational development, a lens of appreciative inquiry (AI) is 
recommended once the cultural analysis is complete and the required changes are 
sufficiently addressed. AI is a transformative organizational development model (Cruz Teller, 
2020; Mertens, 2009, 2020; Stavros et al., 2016; Whitney et al., 2019). The purpose of AI is 
to capture the best components of what has existed or currently exists in an organization, 
experience, or group, and determine collectively how to move forward in continuous 
improvement.  
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Appreciative Inquiry for Positive Change 
While many analysis tools take a problem-based approach, AI takes a positive, 
strengths-based approach to organizational development and analysis for change. AI is 
anticipatory in nature; “instead of asking the question, ‘What is going wrong and how do we 
solve that problem?’ AI begins by asking, ‘What is going right and how do we leverage that 
strength to achieve quantum leaps in productivity improvement?’” (Rothwell et al, 2016, p. 
45). Stavros et al. (2016) shared focusing on the deficits of an organization can create a level 
of stuckness, whereas identifying the strengths of an organization can create possibility. 
Mertens (2009) recognized, “as people in organizations inquire into their weaknesses and 
deficiencies, they gain an expert knowledge of what is ‘wrong’ with their organization” 
(p. 184). There is certainly a culture of problem identifying and sometimes even problem 
solving at Athena Academy; Mertens (2009) explained, “[People] may even become 
proficient problem solvers, but they do not strengthen their collective capacity to imagine 
and to build better futures” (p. 184). AI is not recommended if the organization has cultural 
underpinnings that need to be resolved, as the stakeholders are likely not ready to move to a 
strengths-based platform for change. Consequently, for the purpose of this OIP, an analysis 
of Athena Academy has not been conducted using AI. 
It is important to note that the purpose of AI is not to take away constructive 
criticism. People still need the arena and opportunity to voice concerns when problems arise, 
otherwise toxic positivity can lead to a detrimental culture (David, 2016). Instead, AI is 
simply a way to gather qualitative data through generative dialogue and positive inquiry 
(Adams et al., 2019; Rothwell et al., 2016). Stavros et al. (2016) identified that the 
responsibility for large-scale organizational transformation resides with the individuals, as 
“the shift begins with individuals within the organization taking responsibility for the 
process through story sharing and dialogue that is generative” (p. 112). AI tasks the entire 
community in taking responsibility for enacting change, and this creates a sense of purpose 
and true belonging among adults, which is vital in the quest of true belonging for girls. 
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When considering possible solutions for the OIP, the focus remains on true belonging 
for girls, but the organizational analysis above has identified that what would be most 
impactful is a sustained culture of true belonging for all. 
Possible Solutions to Address the Problem of Practice 
The PoP that is being addressed is the lack of true belonging for girls, specifically in 
an all-girls, Canadian, independent school environment. The overall question for inquiry is 
as follows: What conditions are required in an all-girls learning environment to authentically 
cultivate a community of true belonging, so all girls can support each other and be women 
who support one another? Therefore, true belonging must be the focus of any solution that is 
chosen. This section introduces the three potential solutions that have been carefully 
considered for this OIP, based on my current role and sphere of influence.  
Solution 1: Build on the Status Quo 
At the beginning of the 2019–2020 school year, Athena Academy brought an 
interdisciplinary program to the Grade 9 and 10 academic programs, combining three 
subject areas to thematically deliver the curricula of the respective grades. I was fortunate 
enough to be a part of the Grade-10 team, teaching social studies, for both the 2019–2020 
and 2020–2021 school years. The teams were tasked to create one to two interdisciplinary, 
thematic-based units for the year with purposeful learning experiences and assessments. 
While the integrated curricular and academic components were the initial crux of the 
program, the Grade-10 team discovered that the success of the program actually hinged on 
community and belonging. 
The program was initially designed by teachers due to a reported lack of belonging 
from the previous year (Interdisciplinary program colleagues, personal communication, 
June 27, 2019). As a result, the Grade-10 teaching team chose to spend a large portion of 
September building community by facilitating various activities that were designed to get to 
know the new learning community more deeply, include student voice and choice in the new 
program, and have the students feel valued for their contributions. Without knowing it, the 
Grade-10 team started the year by developing the heartset of connectedness, and this choice 
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paid off in dividends (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). When it came time to 
launch the first interdisciplinary unit on the theme of storytelling, the students 
demonstrated greater trust and a willingness to be active participants in their individual and 
collective learning. When it was time to implement the second interdisciplinary unit on 
identity, students cared deeply about making a difference for others, truly cared about and 
supported one another, and found great value in discovering who they were as learners 
(Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). Despite finishing the year via remote 
learning due to COVID-19, the Grade-10 team members were still able to be a community of 
belonging (Grade 10 student reflections, personal communication, June 12, 2020). I can 
honestly say that this experience was one of the most profound for my teaching career due to 
the connections that were formed with colleagues and students in the interdisciplinary 
program. 
Although successful in many ways, the inaugural year of the interdisciplinary 
program was ad hoc; teachers did not formally gather data, and teaching approaches were 
not grounded in Heto and Indangasi’s (2020) concepts of mindset, heartset, and skillset. The 
teaching team did not have the best method for passing along what teachers designed, 
despite trying to be as organized and documented as possible. For the 2020–2021 school 
year, the Grade-10 program experienced teacher turnover due to two maternity leaves; 
therefore, I was the only teacher who had the program experience and knowledge. While the 
second year of the program was incredibly successful from an observational standpoint, I 
found it challenging to be the only holder of knowledge and build capacity with my new 
colleagues while doing the same for the new Grade-10 cohort simultaneously. While this 
program has become an integral part of the Grade 9 and 10 learning experiences at Athena 
Academy, there is work to be done to ensure sustainability. 
The first solution I propose for this OIP is to remain status quo by continuing to build 
upon the strength of the first 2 years of the Grade 9 and 10 interdisciplinary programs. The 
interdisciplinary program is set to continue indefinitely for these two grades; however, the 
current design of the program requires greater structure to ensure sustained success and 
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continued growth. Ideally, the program would utilize the conceptual framework for leading, 
teaching, and learning in order to engage in collaborative action research focused on true 
belonging (Mertler, 2018). The hope is that this framework would provide stability, so the 
success of the program is not reliant on people, but on the solid foundation of the program, 
which is grounded in theoretical underpinnings, current literature and recent data, and the 
conceptual framework for leading, teaching, and learning. 
Resource Needs 
The three main resources needed for this solution are human resources, time, and 
financial resources. As the program already exists, the need for extra resources is low. For 
human resources, it would be beneficial to have one or two people as facilitators to design, 
implement, and monitor the framework for each grade of the interdisciplinary program. 
These facilitators would need to collaborate to analyze the strengths and opportunities of the 
program through AI processes, as well as implement a collaborative action research plan for 
true belonging (Mertler, 2018). Collaboration time would be required for the facilitators to 
work with one another as well as the teaching teams. The timetable already supports two 
collaboration blocks per week for these teams, so this would not be an added imposition. The 
financial impact would be added FTE for the facilitators, as extra time is needed. Roughly 3 
hours per week of extra time for the program facilitators is predicted, which is around 0.10 of 
a 1.0 FTE. 
Benefits and Consequences 
Literature on how girls learn best supports our discovery that community building 
and connection are core components of belonging; connectedness allows for vulnerability, 
which is needed for authentic learning to occur (B. Brown, 2018; Deak & Adams, 2010; 
Fullan, 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017). Heto and Indangasi (2020) introduced the 
concepts of mindset, heartset, and skillset in connection with the Soka educational 
philosophy in the Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies in Education; Heto and Indangasi 
(2020) indicated an interdisciplinary approach to education can allow for both the functional 
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role of knowledge acquisition and inspirational role of creativity and experience to coexist 
and lead to development of the whole person. 
The main benefit to this proposed solution is that there are already 2 years of solid 
work, reflections, and success in this program; there are informal data to support the 
success, and now could be the time to fine tune and formalize the practice. What this means 
is that intentional collaborative action research for true belonging can happen alongside the 
two interdisciplinary units that have already been established (Mertler, 2018). The timetable 
already supports collaboration time for teachers, as well as back-to-back blocks for 
community building and interdisciplinary collaboration for teachers and students. 
The main consequence of this solution is that the interdisciplinary program currently 
ends at Grade 10, and choosing this solution would keep it this way. The Grade-11 program 
returns to a more typical, linear timetable structure with separate classes; community time is 
reduced to advisory blocks, and this time is not always protected or consistently used for 
community building. By choosing the solution to stay the course and strengthen the Grade 9 
and 10 interdisciplinary programs, the potential for greater permeation of true belonging 
throughout the senior years, and the rest of the school, is stalled; worse yet, students may 
revert to feeling a lack of belonging, which could unravel the positive journey and potentially 
lead to a negative learning experience for the final 2 years of high school. 
Solution 2: Continued Interdisciplinary Programming 
Many students at Athena Academy have informally shared the benefits of being a part 
of an interdisciplinary program during their Grade 9 and 10 years, not just from an academic 
standpoint but also from one of belonging as well (Athena Academy Grade-11 student group, 
personal communication, June 9, 2020). The 2019–2020 Grade-10 cohort expressed that 
their Grade-10 year was exceptionally transformative and shared a desire to be back in the 
interdisciplinary program because they missed the community building and connections 
(Grade-11 student conversations, personal communication, November 5, 2020). The typical 
timetable structure of separate classes did not work for a lot of the students in Grade 11. I 
personally witnessed the lack of true belonging for the Grade 11 cohort in the 2020–2021 
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school year, as I taught a large majority of them among three different courses. These 
students felt fragmented from one another and their teachers, and told me repeatedly that 
they longed to return to their Grade-10 community (Athena Academy Grade-11 student 
group, personal communication, February 5, 2020). While the current interdisciplinary 
program is mandatory for all Grade 9 and 10 students, it is not possible to implement a 
mandated program for all Grade 11 and 12 students at Athena Academy due to the varied 
academic postsecondary requirements for each student. Therefore, the second PoP solution 
is to build upon the status quo of Solution 1 and design an opt-in interdisciplinary program 
at Athena Academy for Grade 11 and 12 students. 
To align with the feminist-transformative lens, the program would need to promote 
reciprocity, collaboration, choice, voice, and flexibility—even more so than the Grade 9 and 
10 programs (Belenky et al., 1997; Mertens, 2009, 2020; Whitney et al., 2019). To 
implement, monitor, evaluate, and communicate the markers of true belonging, the design of 
the program must be grounded in a collaborative action research model and actively use the 
conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & 
Indangasi, 2020; Mertler, 2018). The need to emphasize and purposefully weave the skillset 
of competence, mindset of confidence, and heartset of connectedness into daily interactions 
would be responsive and informed by student data (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 
2020; Mertler, 2018). In connection with how girls learn best, the day-to-day programming 
would offer the five considerations for pedagogy, as defined by Deak and Adams (2010): 
(a) airtime, (b) modelling and mentoring, (c) hands-on experiences, (d) cooperative learning, 
and (e) connectedness. This opt-in program must also include a social justice framework 
(Shields, 2018). For successful implementation, an intentional, community-minded teaching 
team would need to be chosen. This team would ideally have an understanding of, or be open 
to learning, the feminist-transformative lens and have demonstrated expertise in all-girls 
inquiry-based teaching, collaboration, action research, and iterative, flexible, and organic 
curricular design (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
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This proposed opt-in interdisciplinary program has different considerations than the 
current Grade 9 and 10 programs. The current Grade 9 and 10 programs combine English, 
social studies, and science courses for the interdisciplinary thematic units. As English 11 and 
12 courses have specific requirements, this opt-in interdisciplinary program would combine 
a Social Studies 12 course with a Science 12 course. The proposed courses of the first opt-in 
iteration are Anatomy and Physiology 12 and Law Studies 12 with an overall theme of 
systems. These courses act as the container for cultivating true belonging and have been 
chosen due to the wide-ranging, natural opportunities for interdisciplinary curricular 
connections; for example, during the unit on the reproductive system, students can also 
learn about the legal implications of consent and examine case studies such as reproductive 
rights and rights for trans people around the world in comparison to Canada. Instead of 
existing as two separate blocks in the timetable, this program would be offered as three back-
to-back blocks per week, similar to the current Grade 9 and 10 interdisciplinary programs. 
To maintain student engagement and excitement, the day-to-day design of this iteration 
would have to look different from the Grade 9 and 10 experiences; as such, the design of the 
program would aim to mirror a postsecondary, seminar-style classroom. 
An interdisciplinary option in Grades 11 and 12 could be incredibly valuable for those 
students who benefitted from participating in the interdisciplinary programs in Grades 9 and 
10. Many universities today offer interdisciplinary program options, so it can be said that the 
opt-in program is also preparing students for potential university experiences. The priority 
of the opt-in program would need to ensure an infusion of upholding both the academic 
integrity of the curriculum, and the continued cultivation of true belonging. 
Resource Needs 
The largest resource needed would be a commitment to ongoing and evolving 
relational capacity of adults and youth. As this program is focused on community-building as 
well as deep and meaningful leading, teaching, and learning, the output of energy to foster 
relationships is vast. It can be said that this is where the most impact will be made for 
building a community of true belonging, so relational energy must be sustained. The 
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tendency in education is to overload teachers to make them as busy as possible, and this will 
not work if the program is expected to be viable throughout the whole year. Relational 
energy takes up a lot of space, and support must be provided to avoid burnout. 
As this would be a new program, start-up costs are anticipated. The financial need 
would depend on the program design, but it can be predicted that funds will be needed to 
accomplish the hands-on, experiential, and connected learning that is being sought. This 
type of learning requires a variety of experiences, for example guest speakers, field trips, and 
materials for hands-on activities and simulations. As Athena Academy has financial 
constraints, budgetary considerations must be as resourceful as possible. Based on a 
predicted number of three virtual or in-person guest speakers or field trips for two-hours 
each, as well as materials for a predicted number of four activities including labs and 
community building, an estimated budget of $2,500 per year would be requested to 
implement the program. It should be noted that teachers are resourceful by nature. This 
budget might not seem like very much, and this is due to the fact that educators typically 
source materials through personal connections or online teacher communities. This budget 
would need to be approved by the principal. 
In order for the teachers to be aligned, dedicated time for collaboration and 
mentorship must exist for large-scale planning as well as for day-to-day scheduling. This 
means that time must be allotted at the beginning and end of each year for reflection and 
planning, as well as built into the timetable for weekly reflection and planning (Adams et al., 
2019; Mertens, 2009, 2020; Mertler, 2018). This time must be absolutely protected. The 
timetable must be flexible to allow for deep and meaningful leading, teaching, and learning 
to occur; currently, the interdisciplinary blocks are scheduled back to back, and this would 
need to continue so that a larger amount of time could be utilized for the group if needed 
without taking away from other classes. 
Benefits and Consequences 
This PoP solution builds naturally from what was started in the 2019–2020 school 
year. As most students will have already been through 2 years of the initial interdisciplinary 
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program, they will likely be more prepared to get started and more motivated to participate, 
as they will have chosen this program and community. The courses that have been chosen for 
integration do not have any prerequisites, making this program accessible to both Grade 11 
and 12 students. Ideally, Year 2 will offer a second cohort of different integrated courses and 
students from Year 1 can continue to be a part of this community if they wish. This opt-in 
interdisciplinary program is flexible and goes beyond STEM to include other subjects; this 
allows for greater possibility when creating purposeful learning opportunities and includes 
more people, both students and teachers, in the process. Inclusion is an incredibly important 
component of true belonging and could be a place for the adults to feel valued as a part of the 
organization as well (Ferdman et al., 2020; Waller, 2020). Finally, the benefit of this 
solution is that change can occur as an inside-out approach from the classroom to the 
organization, rather than outside-in from the organization to the classroom (Fullan, 2021); 
this allows for greater creativity and connected autonomy (Fullan, 2021). 
The biggest consequence is that this program requires capacity building for 
sustainability. As indicated in Solution 1, I was the only returning teacher as a part of the 
2020–2021 Grade-10 team. I worked with two new interdisciplinary teachers and was 
essentially responsible for building continued capacity for a sustained program on top of my 
teaching duties. Building capacity in this program is important, and pedagogically aligned 
teachers should be brought onto the team each year to allow for a diffusion of collaboration 
and true belonging; this cannot be forced though, and the teaching team will still need to be 
chosen intentionally. It would be beneficial to provide time in teacher FTE for mentorship if 
there is high team turnover to reduce burnout. As being a part of this program requires 
relational energy, including a teacher when the learning curve is too great may cause 
regression. Forcing true belonging when it may not fit could be detrimental to a team; 
professional expertise and a growth mindset must already be demonstrated (A. Duckworth, 
2016; Dweck, 2016). 
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Solution 3: Organizational Culture Shift 
As noted in Chapter 1, a major tension exists between the learning needs and 
business needs of Athena Academy. Ideally, each branch of the organization would work in 
tandem with one another toward achieving the institution’s mission and vision (Athena 
Academy, 2012a). Many points of contention exist not just from the present, but from a 
complicated past, making it difficult for the organization to move forward. An organizational 
culture shift toward creating a community of true belonging for all could be incredibly 
powerful. This process could generate a common understanding as well as unify the 
community. While this might lead to conflict and discomfort during the process, hooks 
(2015) and Cruz Teller (2020) both identified that this process could actually strengthen the 
community. It is important to note that this solution is a major change that will require a 
great deal of time and effort on behalf of the entire school community. 
Resource Needs 
The resource needs for this process includes time, relational energy, and the hiring of 
an external body for facilitation. The time required for a culture shift is immense and cannot 
be completed within the school day alone. Therefore, time outside of the timetable would be 
required to properly allow for this meaningful work. It is assumed that this process would 
involve the whole organization, so a relational capacity of both adults and youth would be 
required. Most of all, a skilled facilitator would need to be hired to guide the organization 
through the process; this facilitator would need to use a feminist-transformative approach 
for the process to be fruitful. The hiring of this facilitator, likely a consultant, would be a 
major financial commitment for the organization. 
Benefits and Consequences 
A shift toward a culture of true belonging could have an enormous positive impact for 
the organization. A challenge is that this process takes a great deal of time to do well, and the 
organization just might not have the time to undergo such a transformational type of change. 
The process might also take too long to see a true positive shift in culture, and this could lead 
to a lack of sustained buy-in from community members. This solution also has the potential 
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to be too adult-focused, as organizational change assumes a focus on employees, not 
necessarily youth. A process tailored to drawing out contributions of both adults and youth 
would be required. The largest deterrent for undertaking a culture shift as a solution for this 
OIP is that this currently sits outside of my scope. While we are going through the 
development of a new Strategic Plan (Athena Academy, 2012b), my involvement and scope 
is limited to the role of committee member. 
Table 1 demonstrates the three proposed solutions to help determine the best path 
forward in cultivating a community of true belonging at Athena Academy. Above all, the 
solution must align with the feminist-transformative lens, have a goal of creating true 
belonging for all involved, and encourage girls to thrive. As Allen et al. (2018) indicated, the 
strongest indicators of school belonging were “teacher support and positive personal 
characteristics” (p. 1). As such, the best solution must include an emphasis on teacher 
support and a specific solution design that allows for student personal growth and 
development. 
Table 1  
Potential Solutions for Problem of Practice: Cultivating True Belonging 
 Solution 1 Solution 2 Solution 3 
Description Further develop the Grade 9 
& 10 interdisciplinary 
programs. 
Create an opt-in 
interdisciplinary program 
for Grades 11 and 12 
students. 
Organizational culture shift. 
Priorities Develop a stronger framework 
for consistency and continuity 
of the program. 
Build capacity in the teaching 
team. 





Address tension between 
business and learning 
organizations. 
Create common 
understanding and unity. 
Resource 
Needs 
Two facilitators to design, 
deliver, and monitor the 
framework. 
Dedicated time for 
collaboration. 
Relational capacity of adults 
and youth. 
Dedicated time for 
collaboration. 
Flexible timetable. 
Relational capacity of adults 
and youth. 
Time outside of teaching day. 
Skilled external facilitator. 
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 Solution 1 Solution 2 Solution 3 
Pros Two years of development 
demonstrates some strong 
programming, and some 
student belonging. 
Naturally builds from Grade 
9 & 10 programs. 
Goes beyond STEM to 
include other subjects. 
Can potentially permeate 
through the whole school. 
Has the potential to positively 
transform the organization. 
Cons The program ends at Grade 
10. 
Currently the teachers are 
inconsistent with 
understanding of program 
philosophy and some require 
more professional 
development. 
Requires capacity building 
for sustainability of the 
program—new, 
pedagogically aligned 
teachers will need to be 
brought onto the team each 
year. 
Might take too long to see a 
true positive shift. 
Could be too adult focused. 
Might lack buy-in from youth 
and/or adults. 
Out of current scope. 
 
After careful consideration of all viable solutions presented, the best solution for 
moving this PoP forward is Solution 2. The conditions for a community of true belonging can 
absolutely be achieved in Solution 2. The skillset of competence can be further developed by 
allowing space for greater voice not only in program design, but in fostering the ability to 
engage in thoughtful and informed research and discussion of relevant, controversial topics 
(Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020; Shields, 2018). An inclusive teaching and 
leadership practice insists on every community member being seen, which allows for a 
mindset of confidence not just individually but collectively as well (Deak & Adams, 2010; 
Heto & Indangasi, 2020); the focus moves from the competitive nature of a traditional 
grades-driven classroom toward a supportive group of people who all want each other to 
succeed in their own ways (Blum, 2020). As previously discussed, it has been observed that 
the heartset of connectedness is truly the core of belonging (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & 
Indangasi, 2020; Mino & Heto, 2020). By paying attention to community building and 
developing relational capacity and trust from the very beginning, incredible outcomes can be 
achieved together, and this is no different for the opt-in interdisciplinary program (Deak & 
Adams, 2010; Fullan, 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2017). 
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Solution 2 is inclusive, student-centred, meaningful, engaging, and takes an inquiry-
based, nonlinear approach to education (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020; 
Shields, 2018). While Solution 1 is also a strong contender, and is recommended for future 
consideration, moving forward with Solution 2 will allow for greater permeation of true 
belonging at Athena Academy. Solution 3, while incredibly important and potentially 
transformative for the organization, is currently outside of my scope. The details of Solution 
2 will be the bedrock of Chapter 3, the OIP. The final section of this chapter identifies the 
crucial role of ethics in this quest toward cultivating a sustained community of true 
belonging in an all-girls school. 
Leadership Ethics and Organizational Change 
As shared in Chapter 1, my core values are integrity, inquiry, growth, and equity. 
Consequently, I uphold an ethical standard in my practice as an educator to ensure that my 
actions align with these values. I live through these values in my actions and interactions 
with those around me. The ethic of community and the ethic of critique help me to maintain 
an alignment to my core values in what I do, and hopefully this encourages others to also live 
and lead from their values. 
To maintain a focus on the overarching question of this OIP, an ethical lens must be 
present. Some may argue that the ethic of care is more notably said to align with women and 
girls, and it is for this exact reason that I have chosen to not highlight it in this work (Poliner-
Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2013). If true change is to be made for girls, educators must actively 
work against the status quo; this includes not automatically deferring to the seemingly 
natural fit for an ethical lens, as it needs to be questioned what system has decided that the 
ethic of care is best suited for women and girls. Therefore, the ethic of community and the 
ethic of critique will help this inquiry to stay within the parameters of fostering a community 
of true belonging in an all-girls school from a feminist-transformative lens (hooks, 2015; 
Mertens, 2009, 2020; Shields, 2018). 
Furman (2004) identified the importance of the ethic of community, as it moves 
away from individual leadership and puts greater stock in the collective. This is a positive 
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step forward in helping girls to work with one another rather than against; the ethic of 
community encourages true belonging. A community of true belonging cannot be assumed 
with the mere formation of a group—this process requires intentional and consistent action 
through leadership (Brosi & hooks, 2012). Furman (2004) confirmed that community is a 
practice and needs to be continually worked at to be achieved and maintained. In this way, 
the ethic of community promotes healthy relationship building, promotes trust, and creates 
space for collective success and failure, which are all crucial components to cultivate a 
culture of true belonging for girls (Archard, 2012; Deak & Adams, 2010; Furman, 2004). 
This ethical lens also promotes the inclusion of social justice, which further enforces the shift 
from the individual to the collective. 
Furman (2012) connected the ethics of community with transformative leading, 
teaching, and learning through introducing tried, tested, and true social justice pedagogical 
practices. The author offered tangible, actual feedback on how to approach teaching from a 
transformative, social justice lens (Furman, 2012), and this is incredibly helpful for 
solidifying the purpose of my chosen solution, the interdisciplinary program. The social 
dimensions of the social justice framework can complement the inquiry-based teaching 
approach toward building our community of true belonging. E. Duckworth (2012) beautifully 
shared the assumptions she made as an educator: 
As a teacher, and as a member of the human community, I make certain 
assumptions. I assume that we want students to come to feel the power of their 
minds, and of their creative capacities. I assume we want students’ understanding to 
be deep, confident, and complex, and their means of expression to be varied and 
nuanced. I assume we want students to develop a sense of community responsibility, 
democratic commitment, and social justice. (0:51) 
Perhaps we should all be making these assumptions of ethical responsibility in our 
organization. These assumptions require intentional community building from Day 1. While 
these assumptions might be seen by some as emotionally labour intensive and by others as 
emotionally energizing, the value cannot be argued; all of what E. Duckworth (2012) shared 
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leads to a community of true belonging. It is the ethical responsibility of everyone in the 
organization to focus on building community, along with emphasizing the need for 
individual and collective social responsibility. 
Brosi and hooks (2012) indicated that a beloved community includes working 
through, and being strengthened by, conflict. Cruz Teller (2020) confirmed that conflict can 
lead to innovation and strength when framed in a way that is forward moving. Poliner-
Shapiro and Stefkovich (2013) identified that the ethic of critique “will deal with 
inconsistencies, formulate the hard questions, and debate and challenge the issues” (p. 7). 
This ethical lens uses critical theory to examine power and question who makes the rules. 
While some might see this process as confrontational and negative, it is crucial for a 
community to be able to constructively question. The ethic of critique also normalizes the 
space for voice, which is something that girls are not typically privy to (Caron, 2011). The 
ethic of critique also allows for the uncomfortable practice of actually grappling with 
challenging issues; rather than just jumping to the ‘right’ answer, this environment could 
also normalize the importance of valuing multiple perspectives and both failure and success 
as a part of the process (Archard, 2012; Deak & Adams, 2010). The status quo should be 
critically questioned and examined to allow for a more inclusive way forward. This is 
important because teachers and students alike need to be made aware of the implicit biases 
held by existing in a patriarchal society. 
Shields (2018) highlighted the importance of “balancing critique with promise, and 
the call to exhibit moral courage” (p. 21) as a component of transformative leadership. It can 
take a great deal of courage to continually come from a place of ethical leadership. One might 
wonder what this actually looks like in practice; this inquiry has led me to understand that 
developing emotional agility can allow for a daily leadership practice that is grounded in 
ethics (David, 2016). According to David (2016), “emotional agility is a process that allows 
you to be in the moment, changing or maintaining your behaviours to live in ways that align 
with your intentions and values” (p. 11). When change occurs, emotions can arise; these 
emotions can sometimes cloud our vision of how to move forward. David (2016) suggested 
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leaders need to shift their perspectives of their emotions. Instead of looking at our emotions 
as directives, leaders need to view them as data. Emotions can be unpacked with the data to 
then understand how to move forward without being solely driven by emotions. A great deal 
can be accomplished when a community or organization can operate from a place of 
emotional agility. 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter aimed to move from a focus on the organization to a focus on the people 
who exist as a part of it. The planning and development stage required a consideration of the 
people who will be enacting the organization development for improvement. A feminist-
transformative lens helped the change process stay in alignment with how many girls learn 
best, and generated the conditions required for true belonging in an all-girls setting. The 
conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning focused on cultivating a community of 
true belonging through ensuring the skillset of competence, mindset of confidence, and 
heartset of connectedness (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). The framework 
for leading the change process introduced an approach that viewed organizational 
development as the preferred lens for change (Rothwell et al., 2016). Merten’s (2009) 
transformative model for research was discussed as a framework for creating a community-
based, participatory approach to research and evaluation. Mertler’s (2018) collaborative 
action research process has been chosen as the foundation for implementing change. Schein 
and Schein’s (2017) three-level cultural analysis identified organizational gaps that impact 
belonging and must be addressed before lasting change can occur (Rothwell et al., 2016). To 
generate forward momentum beyond the cultural analysis tool, organizational development 
for change is recommended through the positive, strengths-based process of appreciative 
inquiry. Potential solutions for the PoP were then introduced and examined to consider 
viability. After careful consideration of all three solutions, Solution #2 was chosen as the 
most promising for addressing a lack of true belonging. To conclude this chapter, the ethic of 
community and the ethic of critique were explored to remind the overall ethical 
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responsibilities held by the members of Athena Academy toward cultivating a community of 
true belonging. 
Chapter 3 is a full implementation plan of the chosen solution. This plan includes a 
realistic implementation timeline, a monitoring and evaluation plan, as well as explicit 
communication strategies and tactics based on a ten-month school year timeframe. The goal 
is to create a plan for successful implementation while still allowing space for flexibility, 
creativity, and iteration along the way.  
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Chapter 3: Implementation, Evaluation, and Communication 
This final chapter brings the chosen solution of Chapter 2 into action. The overall 
guiding question for exploration is: What conditions are required in an all-girls learning 
environment to authentically cultivate a sustained community of true belonging, so all girls 
can support each other and be women who support one another? Research from Allen et al. 
(2018) identified, “Teacher support and positive personal characteristics were the strongest 
predictors of school belonging” (p. 1). Therefore, the chosen solution to address belonging is 
to create an opt-in interdisciplinary program for Grade 11 and 12 students. This program 
addresses the lack of true belonging for girls, specifically in an all-girls, Canadian, 
independent school environment by offering a space that purposefully focuses 
simultaneously on interesting interdisciplinary curricular integration and individual and 
collective development of positive personal characteristics (Allen et al., 2018; Deak & Adams, 
2010). This inquiry is rooted in a feminist-transformative theoretical lens, which is centred 
on identifying and changing the power imbalance of systems and institutions that are 
designed to privilege white, cisgendered, heteronormative men (Bruce & McKee, 2020; 
Madison, 2012; Saad, 2020); education is a system that has created a power imbalance and 
this is no different in an all-girls school (Belenky et al., 1997; Bruce & McKee, 2020; hooks, 
2015). The institution of Athena Academy, however, has the opportunity to recalibrate this 
imbalance. 
This OIP implementation process is informed by the inclusion of multiple voices and 
perspectives and led by an inclusive leadership practice (B. Brown, 2020; H. Brown, 1992; 
Ferdman et al., 2020); this means that intersectionality must be taken into account to 
include the experiences and power of all participants as, historically, feminism alone has 
tended to include and empower a select few, usually white women (Dill & Kohlman, 2012; 
Madison, 2012; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Saad, 2020; Whitney et al., 2019). The 
implementation process must be designed to build community, trust, reciprocity, 
responsiveness, be a holding of space for a diversity of lived experiences, and be led by a 
connective leadership practice (Deak & Adams, 2010; Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017). The 
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process must be grounded in a collective experience, insist upon healthy interactions, 
emphasize empowerment, initiate change through inquiry, and be led by a transformative 
leadership practice (B. Brown, 2018; Mertens, 2009, 2020; Shields, 2018, 2020). As such, I 
have chosen Solution 2 from the analysis presented in Chapter 2 for addressing the lack of 
true belonging for girls. It is believed that designing and implementing an opt-in 
interdisciplinary program for Grades 11 and 12 students will cultivate the conditions required 
for a community of true belonging and this will lead to authentic, reciprocal, and sustained 
support for one another, and their future communities. 
Intentional planning of the opt-in interdisciplinary program has led to four stages of 
implementation with goals and priorities for each phase. Considerations for a smooth 
transition period for stakeholders are identified. A clear monitoring and evaluation plan is 
outlined to ensure that the change is actually leading to the desired outcome of increased 
true belonging. A multiple methods research approach will allow for a variety of data to be 
collected throughout the implementation phases for analysis as a part of a collaborative 
action research process (Cole & Stewart, 2012; Mertens 2009, 2020; Mertler, 2018). The 
communication plan provided in this chapter considers the relevant audience for each phase 
of the implementation plan and identifies both formal and informal channels of 
communication. Finally, future considerations and next steps are addressed to acknowledge 
the limitations of scope for this project with the hope that successful implementation could 
lead to larger professional conversations around continued growth, development, and 
change for all-girls education. 
A change implementation plan frames the basis for the first section of this chapter. 
The change plan considers the main goals and priorities leading up to, during, and after full 
implementation, all from a feminist-transformative lens. 
Change Implementation Plan 
This section introduces and explains the implementation plan for putting the chosen 
solution into motion. As a reminder, true belonging is about being comfortable with one’s 
self, being a part of something, and to have ownership and accountability of the role that one 
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plays as a member of a community (B. Brown, 2018). To address the lack of true belonging 
among students at Athena Academy, an opt-in interdisciplinary program will be designed for 
Grade 11 and 12 students; this program will build from and complement the current Grade 9 
and 10 interdisciplinary programs at Athena Academy. The Grade 9 and 10 programs are an 
excellent start for cultivating a community of true belonging at Athena Academy. The 
timetabling of these programs allow for natural collaboration and connection to occur 
throughout the school year. The continued opt-in interdisciplinary program for Grade 11 and 
12 students is the container by which the designated markers for belonging—the skillset of 
competence, mindset of confidence, and heartset of connectedness—can be further cultivated 
and tended to. 
As a leader, I will be responsible for facilitating all of the phases of the 
implementation plan by following the leadership principles of the conceptual model. As a 
transformative leader, I will focus on leading a transformative curriculum design process 
with my teaching partner and the students in the opt-in program with an emphasis on social 
justice and critical thinking (Shields, 2018). Inclusive leadership is a daily practice (Ferdman 
et al., 2020); as such, I will aim to continually include, invite, acknowledge, and advocate for 
the key stakeholders, namely my teaching partner and the student participants, as well as 
other community members. Connective leadership requires a flexibility of responsiveness 
and continued connection (Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017); as such, my role in this process 
will be to constantly ensure that opportunities for connectedness are generated, emphasizing 
space for generative dialogue and transparent communication. 
This implementation plan is grounded in Mertler’s (2018) four stages of collaborative 
action research. Mertler emphasized the importance of engaging in collaborative action 
research as teacher practitioners and action research communities in order to drive 
sustained change. Mertler stated that the nature of education demands that decision-making 
must go beyond the “gut instinct and reaction” (p. 6), and instead must be grounded in data 
to inform choices and next steps. Figure 6 introduces the four stages of the collaborative 
action research model: planning, acting, developing, and reflecting (Mertler, 2018). 
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Figure 6  
Cyclical Process of Collaborative Action Research 
 
Note. Action research communities: Professional learning, empowerment, and 
improvement through collaborative action research (p. 22), by Mertler, 2018, Routledge. 
While the diagram might lead one to believe that the four stages have a strict cycle pattern, 
Mertler (2018) identified that there is room for greater flexibility in the process for overlap 
and fluidity of stages. One action research cycle could happen in the span of a term or 
semester, or it could also happen over the course of a school year; the action research process 
also has the ability to change the course of action based on the data gathered along the way. 
The collaborative action research stages exist to simply guide the inquiry process (Mertler, 
2018). 
The purpose of each stages of Mertler’s (2018) collaborative action research design 
process is as follows. The planning stage is meant to be the time when the action research 
community or teacher practitioner identifies the topic and inquiry question, gathers 
pertinent information, conducts a literature review, and develops a research plan for moving 
forward (Mertler, 2018). The acting stage is designed to step into the next stage of the 
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research plan by collecting and analyzing the data to establish a baseline and be data 
informed with how to proceed (Mertler, 2018). The purpose of the developing stage is to take 
the information gathered from the data collection process and implement the necessary 
actions or changes as required (Mertler, 2018). The developing stage might also reveal 
opportunities for future research. The final stage requires the action research community or 
teacher practitioner to reflect on the inquiry process, and this includes sharing and 
communicating the findings with the greater community (Mertler, 2018). 
Overall, the goal of this implementation plan is to include the teachers and students 
of the opt-in interdisciplinary program as quickly as possible in the planning process to 
cultivate the markers of belonging—a skillset of competence, a mindset of confidence, and a 
heartset of connectedness—through community-based participation and collaborative action 
research (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020; Mertens, 2009, 2020; Mertler, 
2018). A new organizational chart will not be required as a part of this implementation plan. 
As the feminist-transformative lens insists upon a focus on community and inclusion, this 
implementation plan aims to actively invite the community to offer an opportunity for 
connection and purpose (hooks, 2015; Mertens, 2009, 2020). The important component of 
the community design, as supported by an inclusive leadership practice, is a reduced 
hierarchy between the teachers and students of the opt-in program (Ferdman et al., 2020). 
The change implementation plan (Table 2) activates Mertler’s (2018) collaborative 
action research plan by defining what will happen during the stages of planning, acting, 
developing, and reflecting with identified goals and priorities for each phase of the first cycle. 
For the purpose of this OIP, the first cycle consists of the actions taken during the first year 
of the opt-in interdisciplinary program. 
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Table 2  
Change Implementation Plan 
Stage 1: Planning Stage 2: Acting Stage 3: Developing Stage 4: Reflecting 
October to March May to June September to June September to June 
Goal: Plan, design, gain 
approval for, and 
promote new opt-in 
interdisciplinary 
program for Grade 11 
and 12 students. 
 
Outcome: A maximum 







literature on belonging 
and how girls learn best. 
 
Develop action research 
plan for the first opt-in 
program. 
 
Promote the program to 
students. 
Goal: Initiate action 
research plan by collecting 
and analyzing data to 
inform. 
 
May and June: Use PATH 
planning tool to set 
program intentions 
(O’Brien et al., 2017). 
 
May and June Priorities: 
Co-teachers and students 
design a flexible year plan 
in alignment with the 
curricula and the 
conceptual model for 
teaching, learning, and 
leading. 
 
Formal data gathering 
timeline: September, 
November, February, 
June (see monitoring and 
evaluation plan for more 
details) 
Goal: Cultivating a 
community of true 





Build trust and 
relationships to create 
capacity for a sustained 
learning community. 
 
Authentic and engaging 
learning activities and 
experiences to develop 






communication in close 
alignment with the 






reflection and feedback. 
 
November and April: 
Formal (quarterly) 
opportunities for 






communication plan for 
more details). 
 
As the collaborative action research process is iterative, another cycle will ensue 
beyond this plan in order to prepare for the next opt-in interdisciplinary cohort for the 
following year. Please note that any reference to monitoring and evaluation as well as 
communication in this section will be explained in further detail later on in this chapter. 
Stage 1: Planning 
Stage 1 of the implementation plan focuses on the planning stage of Mertler’s (2018) 
collaborative action research process. Through observation and informal data gathering, the 
identified topic for research is cultivating greater belonging for our students in Grades 11 and 
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12 through an opt-in interdisciplinary learning environment. To understand the topic, I have 
gathered information related to school belonging for girls, how girls learn best, and 
interdisciplinary teaching and learning theory (Allen et al., 2018; Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto 
& Indangasi, 2020). I connected this literature to related theories and research and created 
the conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning to demonstrate my findings (Deak 
& Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020; Allen et al., 2021). This stage of the process 
required me to apply the principles of transformative leadership (Shields, 2018, 2020). 
During this stage I had to think critically about the literature, question the systemic status 
quo of education, and consider alternative approaches to leading, teaching, and learning that 
could potentially have an incredibly positive impact on the ways that girls, and women, treat 
one another (Shields, 2018, 2020). As such, this action research plan is grounded in utilizing 
the opt-in interdisciplinary program as a vehicle to cultivating the markers of true belonging: 
the skillset of competence, the mindset of confidence, and the heartset of connectedness 
(Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
For the purpose of this OIP, the planning stage includes getting the required approval 
from administration as well as promoting the program to the students and community with 
the hopes of generating student interest and excitement. Ideally, the program is pitched by 
the teaching team, currently me and my teacher partner, to the Principal and Head of School 
in October and approved by December to allow for an iterative design and feedback process. 
During these 2 months, my teacher partner and I will informally survey a range of 
community members including a diversity of students and staff in order to fine tune the 
details of the plan. Inclusive leadership supports the flexibility and vulnerability that is 
needed during the planning phase, as there must be a willingness to gain insights from a 
range of perspectives and adjust the plan accordingly; this will allow the final iteration of the 
research plan to represent student voice while also considering the needs of the school 
(Ferdman et al., 2020). Once the program has gained approval, it can then be presented and 
promoted to students during the course selection process, typically through February and 
March. 
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In this part of the planning stage, the priorities are communication and time, first 
with the Principal and Head of School to gain approval throughout the planning process, and 
then with potential students to allow for a comprehensive understanding of the program. 
Time for communication with the students is crucial, as they need to understand how this 
program can align with their graduation goals and beyond. This implementation approach 
considers the needs of the community, specifically the students, and creates time for 
communication, feedback, and input along the way (H. Brown, 1992; Shields, 2018; 
Wasserman, 2020). The goal is to have 18 current Grade 10 or 11 students committed to 
being a part of the program by the beginning of April. 
Stage 2: Acting 
By April, students will have registered for the opt-in interdisciplinary program; at 
this time, the implementation plan moves into the Stage 2 of the collaborative action 
research process: acting. The acting stage initiates the action research plan, specifically 
through collecting and analyzing data. One might assume that the acting stage begins in 
September with the new school year, but this is not the case in this OIP. As most of the 
students will have committed to the program by April, there is an opportunity to gather the 
community before the next school year to gather informal data, plan the scope of the year 
based on this data, and get a head start on building community. 
A traditional planning process might be limited only to the teachers when developing 
a new program, but to stay true to the feminist-transformative approach, the students will 
also be involved in this process to instil a culture of collaboration, inclusion, and 
connectedness (H. Brown, 1992; Wasserman, 2020). The goal from April to June is to gather 
the learning community, composed of an estimated 18 students and 2 teachers, for two 
planning sessions. For the first planning session, the teaching team will facilitate the 
planning alternative tomorrows with hope (PATH) person-centred community building tool 
(O’Brien et al., 2017). The PATH tool allows for an appreciative inquiry, strengths-based 
approach to understanding the specific hopes, needs, requests, and considerations of the 
group (O’Brien et al. 2017; Rothwell et al., 2016). 
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PATH Person-Centred Planning Model 
A person-centred approach for change will be used for the initial acting stage of the 
collaborative action research process (Mertler, 2018; O’Brien et al., 2017). The PATH 
planning tool, as visualized in Figure 7, will be used to set the foundation for the 
interdisciplinary program before it officially begins in September (O’Brien et al., 2017). 
Figure 7  
PATH Person-Centred Planning Model 
 
Note. The PATH and MAPS handbook: Person-centered ways to build community (3rd ed., 
p. 68), by O’Brien et al., 2017, Inclusion Press. 
Chapter 2 introduced organizational development through appreciative inquiry as a 
part of the framework for leading the change process (Rothwell et al., 2016; Stavros et al., 
2016). The PATH planning tool offers a more granular approach to organizational 
development and appreciative inquiry, as it addresses and considers both the large-scale and 
the day-to-day needs of the community (O’Brien et al., 2017; Rafferty & Simons, 2006; 
Stavros et al., 2016). The PATH plan allows for designing a program that is flexible, 
grounded in continual dialogue, inclusion, and purpose for all community members (O’Brien 
et al., 2017). My specific action as a leader during this stage will be to facilitate the PATH 
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planning tool. As a transformative, inclusive, and connective leader, my focus will be on 
building trust, ensuring inclusion, and encouraging creativity beyond the confines of 
previous learning experiences; this way the participants will feel comfortable and safe 
enough to share their ideas and opinions freely (Cruz Teller, 2020; Ferdman et al., 2020; 
Whitney et al., 2019). 
The group will gather for the first planning session in May to build community and 
create the PATH for the upcoming year (O’Brien et al., 2017). As the PATH process requires 
facilitators, the teacher team will facilitate by asking questions and recording the 
information on chart paper for all to see. The PATH steps are formulated as questions, and 
the teaching team will ask the community to share their ideas freely. A climate of social 
safety and trust is crucial for this process to be as helpful as possible, so it is recommended 
that students have agreed-upon norms that are adhered to beforehand (Deak & Adams, 
2010; Fullan, 2020; O’Brien et al., 2017). This process is flexible, and the document itself is 
considered a continual work in progress. As a result, the PATH plan will be referred to 
frequently, as it will act as the compass for the interdisciplinary program, and the 
passageway to true belonging, throughout the year. 
The PATH process focuses primarily on forward thinking and identifying the 
strengths of the community in the design process. O’Brien et al. (2017) identified eight steps 
to the PATH process, with options for additional components: 
(1) Locate the North star; (2) Generate a vision of a positive possible future; 
(3) Describe the now; (4) Invite enrolment; (5) Decide to get stronger; (6) Identify 
bold steps; (7) Organize the work; (8) Agree to next steps. (9) Additional: Value 
Bricks and Elephants. (p. 63) 
The additional ‘elephants’ component is crucial to this process, as it is important to name 
and be aware of the potential worries or concerns of the group. As bell hooks’ (2015) 
emphasized, bringing conflict to the forefront can strengthen a community if managed in an 
open, transparent, and collaborative way by seeking understanding through open dialogue. 
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Based on this information, the teaching team will then collaborate to design a year 
plan outline to integrate both courses purposefully, keeping in mind the student feedback 
from the PATH process, the curricular outcomes of the two courses, and the conceptual 
model of teaching, learning, and leading for true belonging. For the second planning session, 
the teaching team can present the draft year plan outline to the students and receive even 
more feedback and suggestions for design consideration. This process can continue until the 
group feels confident in the plan for moving forward. Ideally, the draft year plan is approved 
by the group by June. 
As there is a monitoring and evaluation plan that has been designed to collect and 
analyze data throughout the year, it is important to note that the acting stage is ongoing. 
Formal data will be collected four times during the 10-month program, in alignment with the 
school reporting timelines: September, November, February, and June. Explicit details of 
formal data gathering can be found in the upcoming monitoring and evaluation section. 
Stage 3: Developing 
Once the acting stage is in motion and the year plan has been set, the opt-in 
interdisciplinary program, and the developing stage of the collaborative action research plan, 
is ready to formally begin. In this stage, the opt-in interdisciplinary program commences; the 
timetable is set for the community to gather for two hours, three times per week, totalling to 
six hours of time together weekly, with an exception to when there are scheduled 
interruptions such as long weekends or school events. During the developing stage, the year 
plan for achieving the curricular outcomes will be initiated, as will the conceptual model for 
leading, teaching, and learning. 
Implementing the Conceptual Model for Leading, Teaching, and Learning 
As the community needs for cultivating true belonging will be informed by data 
collection, the developing stage of the collaborative action research plan, specifically for 
implementing the conceptual model, requires flexibility and responsiveness (Mertler, 2018). 
Therefore, this section explains the strategy for launching the opt-in interdisciplinary 
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program with examples of what this could tangibly look like, including the initial plans for 
September and beyond. 
In September, the teaching team and students will initiate the PATH plan that was 
coconstructed in the stage 2 of the collaborative action research process. While this means 
enacting the year plan outline to begin with the first interdisciplinary unit, a simultaneous 
focus will primarily be on building community. Fullan (2020) fervently stated that trust and 
relationships are paramount to success, so this is where the community must begin to build a 
strong foundation for a transformative year together. This is achieved through an intentional 
focus on cultivating the heartset of connectedness (Cruz Teller, 2020; Deak & Adams, 2010; 
Eldridge & McLafferty, 2021; Heto & Indangasi, 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017). A 
heartset of connectedness is focused on strong intra and interpersonal skills of both students 
and teachers, so opportunities for development of these skills are required. 
An easy way to cultivate a heartset of connectedness is to ensure that there is 
dedicated time to do so. Students might request for community time to be embedded into the 
six hours per week and this can be negotiated depending on what is a reasonable amount of 
time to the group. During this community time, more social activities can be offered. This 
time can be flexible, perhaps with some structured activities and some flexible, open time. It 
is amazing to see what a simple game of cards, charades, or camouflage can bring out in a 
community of people. While these examples may seem as an impractical use of class time, 
there is a lot to be said for informal fun and unstructured play, especially when trying to 
build trust and community. 
An example of what cultivating a heartset of connectedness can look like in academic 
practice can start by designing the first interdisciplinary unit to emphasize the facilitation of 
meaningful, curriculum-connected learning experiences. These experiences must include the 
whole group, and can take shape as simulations or hands-on activities. The important 
component of the chosen experiences is that they must contain purposeful reflective 
questions that can be discussed as a group; in this way, a shared learning experience can be 
powerful for bringing together a group of people, as this creates the space for contributing 
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and listening to not only ideas and thoughts, but personal experiences and curiosities as well. 
B. Brown (2018) shares that the process of learning is innately vulnerable. By allowing 
vulnerability through reflective practice and dialogue, people feel a greater understanding 
toward one another and this can strengthen the bonds of a community (hooks, 2015). 
The other two markers of belonging—the skillset of competence and mindset of 
confidence—are still present in the examples provided; the only difference is that by building 
a strong interpersonal foundation in September through connective leading, teaching, and 
learning, the interdisciplinary program can offer even more inclusive and transformative 
opportunities for the group throughout the year (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 
2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017; Ferdman et al., 2020; Shields, 2018). It is important to 
note that when planning for each interdisciplinary unit, transformative learning 
opportunities must exist consistently throughout in the form of field trips, guest speakers, 
and experiential learning (Deak & Adams, 2010; Shields, 2018). Opportunities must also 
exist for students to bring in prior knowledge, apply learning, follow their own lines of 
inquiry, and demonstrate learning beyond traditional means (Blum, 2020). It is 
recommended that community time for connectedness and reflection also continue in order 
to sustain and strengthen the momentum of the program (Deak & Adams, 2010). The 
developing stage of the collaborative action research process is continuous throughout the 
year and adapts and changes as data become available to indicate the direction for change 
and growth (Mertler, 2018). 
Stage 4: Reflecting 
The final stage of the first cycle of the collaborative action research process is 
reflecting (Mertler, 2018). This stage insists upon a reflective practice, and this is meant to 
inform the next cycle of collaborative action research. As reflecting is crucial for any inquiry 
process, this implementation plan supports regular informal reflections and quarterly formal 
reflections. At the end of the school year, the students will have the opportunity to provide 
final reflections and suggestions for continued growth of the program; the data from this 
final study phase will be invaluable for future planning. According to Mertler (2018), the 
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reflecting stage is also meant to be a time when the action research community shares their 
findings with the greater community. As there is a communication plan section as a part of 
this OIP, the details for continual, inclusive communication as a part of the solution will be 
introduced later in this chapter. 
When considering implementation of the markers of belonging, educators are 
encouraged to choose one as a starting point. As Schein and Schein (2017) discussed, change 
does not always need to come all at once; instead, it is recommended that educators first 
reflect upon which marker of true belonging they might want to start with to begin a 
collaborative action research inquiry.  
Transition Considerations 
The change implementation plan brings the consideration of external requirements 
or challenges that might be expected. Currently, all classes in Grades 11 and 12 are delivered 
separately; the shift to combining courses for an opt-in interdisciplinary program in a small 
school requires transition considerations. 
Anticipating Stakeholder Reactions to Change 
An important component of the communication plan is to be clear and transparent 
when sharing out information, not only for student and parent support, but for collegial 
support as well. As stated in the previous chapters, there is a tenuous relationship amongst 
the adults of our organization. Unfortunately, implementing a program like this, while seen 
as a positive change for students, could lead to a fracture in the team of adults if not 
introduced with transparency. Therefore, the intention is to introduce the program to 
colleagues in a way that makes it entirely clear that the intention is not to replace anyone, 
but to add to what we already do. The need to address a lack of belonging will be explained 
clearly, so that it is understood why this program must happen. As Athena Academy is a 
small school community, any change to the timetable could have impacts for other courses, 
especially classes that fall within the same blocks. While timetabling is out of my scope, I can 
ensure that I provide this reminder to my Principal for consideration when planning for the 
upcoming year. As an inclusive leader, I can focus on providing clear and transparent 
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communication to stakeholders as well as advocate for minimizing negative impacts when 
the anticipations are not as clear to the formal leaders (H. Brown, 1992; Shields, 2018; 
Wasserman, 2020). 
Building Capacity 
The early success and long-term viability of the program relies on choosing the best 
teaching team for the initial year and providing opportunity for others to join and learn in 
future program cohorts. To choose the best teaching team, the teachers must have already 
demonstrated success in collaboratively teaching an interdisciplinary program. It would also 
be imperative that the teaching team already has a solid understanding of the culture of the 
school, so hiring a new team or individual would not be advisable. To build capacity beyond 
the initial teaching team, it is crucial that this team documents as much as possible, with the 
goal of creating a framework for future teaching teams. While the dynamics may differ from 
team to team, it is important that there is consistency of programming for everyone. Ideally, 
over time, there will be multiple cohorts that will run concurrently as a part of our senior 
years program. There needs to be some caution here though, as only teachers who want to be 
a part of the program should be; it needs to be reminded that unintentional teacher pairings 
do not automatically equate to team or community and doing so could have devastating 
impacts for the program (Brosi & hooks, 2012). As a connective leader, I can provide support 
and mentorship during collaboration with colleagues to build capacity and model the way to 
encourage others to support and mentor as needed (Fullan, 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2000). 
Supports and Resources Required 
As this program aims to combine high-level courses, the resources and support 
required will look different than classes that are taught singularly, specifically with time, 
human, and financial resources. Time will definitely be the main resource that will be 
required. Even before the school year begins, time will need to be allotted for the Stage 1 
planning activities with the upcoming cohort. While the timetable already allows for 
consecutive blocks as well as collaboration blocks, this time must be protected. It is 
recommended that the teaching team ask for more collaboration time, especially in the first 
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year so they can ensure that a framework is being developed for building capacity, and time 
to analyze data is prioritized. Human resources come in the form of a dynamic teaching team 
and a willing, committed group of students. The financial requirements of running a robust 
program are greater than a singular class. Therefore, a reasonable budget would need to be 
agreed to before the stage 1 planning activities, so the community would know what kind of 
experiences are financially reasonable and manageable. The program would also need to be a 
feature point for the marketing and promotion of the senior years, but this is out of my 
scope. As a transformative leader, I can continue to advocate for a continued focus on 
process over product, which aligns with the feminist-transformative lens (H. Brown, 1992; 
Wasserman, 2020; Whitney et al., 2019). 
Potential Challenges 
The potential challenges that might be faced come down to how conflict is handled 
(Cruz Teller, 2020; hooks, 2015). Conflicts due to timetabling, conflicting understandings of 
the program philosophy, or conflict in the day-to-day programming are all very possible. 
Communication is incredibly important in managing any conflict that may arise, regardless 
of the size (Lewis, 2019). Clear, transparent, respectful, inquisitive communication for 
understanding will need to exist by all parties to ensure that conflicts are handled 
appropriately (H. Brown, 1992; Ferdman et al., 2020; Wasserman, 2020). Generative 
dialogue promotes growth and understanding and aims to take judgement out of the 
conversation, and this communication approach could be incredibly helpful for any 
community (Adams et al., 2019). Otherwise, feelings such as resentment or judgement from 
community members can fester and lead to toxic environments (Brosi & hooks, 2012; David, 
2016). Another potential challenge is that a student might sign up for the program, but then 
determine that it is not a fit for them. To anticipate this challenge, the teaching team would 
need to take time to be explicitly clear about the program and expectations for all. Finally, a 
member of the teaching team could also determine that they are not the right fit for the 
program; this would lead to a larger problem, as this teacher might not be easily replaced. 
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While the teaching team needs to be intentionally chosen, they also need support throughout 
the process to receive what they need to develop professionally in this high-pressure venture. 
Building Momentum and Sustainability 
The initial momentum of the program has been considered in the planning and 
acting phases of the collaborative action research implementation plan. The students and 
teachers will be involved from the beginning, and those who register will get to be involved in 
the program design through community-based participation (Mertens, 2009, 2020; Mertler, 
2018; Whitney et al., 2019). The ideal future state is that the implementation plan will be 
iterative and follow the same path with the goals and priorities for the next school year. The 
desired future state is that there are multiple groups of the interdisciplinary program 
running; this comes as a result of the initial program success, not only from student interest 
but teacher interest as well. Students feel connected, competent, and confident, leading to a 
greater sense of true belonging (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020; Whitney et 
al., 2019). Students choose to stay as a part of the learning community rather than seek out 
other options for completing high school. In this program, girls see the value of authentically 
supporting one another and feel equipped to do so beyond graduation. 
As connective leaders, my teaching partner and I will bring openness and flexibility to 
every given situation; as inclusive leaders, we will demonstrate a consideration of those in 
the room (Ferdman et al., 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017). As transformative leaders, 
we will stand firm in the primary and secondary research that has been gathered and share 
the ways in which this plan will make a difference for cultivating belonging for our students 
far beyond their schooling experience (Shields, 2018, 2020). 
The first year of the program would offer one cohort option, combining two courses 
to run as interdisciplinary. The current plan is for Year 1 to offer a combination of Biology 12 
and Law Studies 12, as there is a common theme of systems. For Year 2, teaching teams 
could pitch their ideas to a group of students and leaders, and the interdisciplinary options 
for the next year would be chosen from the ideas presented. Based on student interest, Year 
2 could offer two cohorts of different course combinations. By Year 3, multiple 
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interdisciplinary cohorts are offered with different themes, enrolment numbers are healthy, 
and the program has a variety of potential course combinations for future years. The change 
implementation plan, monitoring and evaluation plan, and communication plan are all 
adhered to, documented, and shared out. 
Limitations 
It is important to acknowledge the limitations to this proposed OIP solution. Firstly, 
it is unclear what the situation will be for classrooms in relation to COVID-19. While there is 
an active vaccine rollout, there is still a degree of unknown around the impact for schools. 
While Athena Academy is currently operating as face-to-face, there are still major limitations 
due to protocols. The pandemic restrictions will likely limit the experiences that can be 
offered as a part of the program, specifically day field trips, hands-on activities, guest 
speakers, and overnight or international trips. 
The second limitation is the scope of the program. With the initial offering of only 18 
students there is an automatic limit to whom it reaches. While this number has been chosen 
intentionally, so as to not overwhelm the program and ensure success, the 3-year rollout plan 
must happen to reach a wider population of students, as well as include a larger number of 
teachers. Otherwise, true belonging will only continue to exist in small pockets of the school 
and won’t permeate in the way that it needs to. 
The final limitation is the lack of support from a formal leader, as the organization 
does not currently have someone to work with teachers in a curriculum capacity. Without 
this formal role, there is no one to guide the teaching teams, and this will be required once 
there are multiple cohorts running simultaneously. While teachers and teams need to be 
trusted and given the freedom to create, design, and implement innovative programs, they 
also need to feel supported (Fullan, 2020). In conjunction with the design and 
implementation plan, a proper monitoring and evaluation plan must be in place to ensure 
that the change process is leading to the desired results of increased true belonging. 
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Change Process Monitoring and Evaluation 
This section provides a plan for monitoring and evaluating the change process of the 
chosen solution that aligns with the feminist-transformative lens (Cole & Stewart, 2012; 
Mertens, 2009, 2020). Chapter 2 introduced the transformative model for research and 
evaluation as the framework for organizational development (Mertens, 2009, 2020). This 
model emphasizes the requirements for community-based participation, as well as the best 
approaches, designs, and methods for feminist-transformative evaluation (Cole & Stewart, 
2012; Mertens, 2009, 2020). As discussed earlier, the chosen cyclical approach for this OIP 
is Mertler’s (2018) collaborative action research process. This cyclical process enacts the four 
stages of planning, acting, developing, and reflecting in order to continually ensure that the 
inquiry stays rooted in cultivating true belonging (Mertler, 2018). A feminist multiple 
methods research approach is the best choice for ensuring that this OIP remains data-
informed (Cole & Stewart, 2012; Mertler, 2018). While opinions exist around the polarity of 
qualitative and quantitative data, Cole and Stewart (2012) used a feminist lens to identify the 
importance of both types of data to be gathered as a part of a holistic process to determine 
and evaluate belonging. 
For the purpose of this OIP, data will not be collected and published. If data were to 
be gathered, the participants would be the interdisciplinary program cohort of students. If 
data were to be collected and published, then a proper ethics approval process would need to 
be adhered to. An ethics approval process is important when gathering data, as participants 
need to trust that their information is protected, proper permission has been granted, and all 
participation is voluntary and fully informed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Research Method: Multiple Methods Research Approach 
The feminist-transformative research process supports a multiple methods approach 
for gathering data, to allow for a variety of opportunities for participants to share in multiple 
ways (Mertens, 2009, 2020; Cole & Stewart, 2012). Cole and Stewart (2012) indicated there 
are advantages and limitations to both quantitative and qualitative research, and a multiple 
methods research approach allows for the utilization of the strengths of each method. A 
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multiple methods research approach aims to use data as a means to inform the next step 
(Cole & Stewart, 2012). An example provided by Cole and Stewart (2012) is to first use a 
quantitative measure, such as a survey, to gather data to inform. Then, a qualitative measure, 
such as a town hall meeting or interviews, can be used to gather data on areas that require 
further analysis for understanding. 
While the research method described above identifies the procedure of collecting 
data, the more important component of evaluation from a feminist lens is the methodology 
— the how (Cole & Stewart, 2012). To support the method of using quantitative data to 
inform or shape the qualitative exploration, a collaborative action research process has been 
chosen (Mertler, 2018). The following sections provide an explanation of the collaborative 
action research process for monitoring and evaluating this OIP. 
Monitoring and Evaluation Plan 
The acting stage of the collaborative action research process will collect and analyze 
the formal data that have been gathered in order to inform the inquiry into cultivating true 
belonging (Mertler, 2018). As Figure 8 demonstrates, formal data are gathered and analyzed 
four times throughout the year: September, November, February, and June. 
Figure 8  
Monitoring and Evaluation Timeline 
 
A consistent schedule of formal data collection will instil a culture of research and evidence, 
which will undoubtedly be beneficial for enrolment and retention when shared out 
appropriately. As a transformative leader, my role is to facilitate the monitoring and 
evaluation process with the utmost integrity, dignity, trust, transparency, and confidentiality 
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(Shields, 2018). It is vital that I use the data to inform the flexible evolution of the 
interdisciplinary program, while paying attention to how systemic imbalances and biases 
might show up (Shields, 2018). My teacher partner and I will collect the data according to 
the timeline and will analyze based on the type of data, as shared below. 
Quantitative Data: School Belonging Scale 
Allen and Kern (2018), among other researchers, admitted the challenges of 
measuring belonging in a comprehensive and authentic way; as a result, they have devised 
the School Belonging Scale (SBS) survey to monitor the sense of belonging of students in 
schools (see the Appendix). The SBS survey evaluates belonging in connection with six 
categories: connecting with teachers, connecting with parents/caregivers, connection with 
peers, connecting with oneself, connecting with learning, and connecting with help. There 
are 10 response statements for each category, for a total of 60 response items. To connect 
directly with the conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning, as per Figure 3, each 
category of the SBS survey has been aligned with the three markers of belonging as follows: 
• Skillset of competence: Connecting with learning and connecting with help. 
• Mindset of confidence: Connection with peers and connecting with oneself. 
• Heartset of connectedness: Connecting with teachers and connecting with 
parents/caregivers. 
A 3-point Likert scale is used, with the qualifier choices of not at all, somewhat, and very 
much (Allen & Kern, 2018). To identify which areas of belonging may require greater 
attention, Allen and Kern (2018) have assigned a numerical equivalent for each response: 
not at all = 0, somewhat = 1, and very much = 2. The maximum numerical score for each 
category is 20; the categories with the lowest results likely require further attention (Allen & 
Kern, 2018). Though the survey will be administered to each individual, the data will be 
analyzed to identify a group baseline of belonging. 
The plan is that the teaching team will administer this scale two times in a school 
year—once in September to gain a baseline understanding of belonging and once again in 
June to track and gauge change and progress. By organizing the categories in correlation to 
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the conceptual model, the data can be analysed according to the markers of true belonging 
and the next steps specifically tailored to the results for the given categories that are deemed 
as needing attention (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). For example, if the 
category of ‘connecting with help’ is identified as receiving a low score, then specific 
attention can be paid to ensuring that a skillset of competence is nurtured in the 
interdisciplinary program through providing specific opportunities for transformative 
leadership, teaching, and learning (Shields, 2018, 2020). Ideally, the quantitative data 
analysis at the end of the school year will reveal an increased sense of belonging in the three 
categories, but these data must be shared out in conjunction with the findings of the 
qualitative data. 
There are three crucial considerations that must be upheld when administering and 
analyzing this quantitative data. Firstly, the students will be told and reassured that 
individual data are confidential and will not be shared with anyone, specifically in regard to 
the questions pertaining to parent/guardian connection. Any data shared out to the 
community and beyond will be about the general findings and patterns of belonging amongst 
the group, as a comparison from September to June. The second consideration to note is that 
my teaching partner and I will need to spend time reviewing the three category definitions 
with participants, and the differences between; by using a 3-point Likert scale, participants 
could automatically gravitate toward the middle category, which may not lead to the most 
significant or accurate findings (Mertens, 2009). The final consideration is that the statistical 
analysis of these data will need to go beyond just solely using the mean, median, or mode for 
generating numbers, identifying significance, and stopping here (Mertens, 2009). In order to 
stay true to the transformative, participatory research and evaluation model, more steps will 
need to be taken during the quantitative analysis, such as a consideration of “subgroup 
performance based on dimensions of diversity” (Mertens, 2009, p. 299). The results of the 
statistical analysis will act as the baseline, and also inform the framing and focus for the 
qualitative data process; together, these two forms of data will endeavour to tell the 
comprehensive story of true belonging. 
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Qualitative Data: Generative Reflective Evaluation 
The coconstructed PATH plan from the previous spring sessions and the information 
gleaned from the September baseline SBS survey will inform the qualitative process in the 
months of November and February to sustain a focus on cultivating true belonging (Allen & 
Kern, 2018; O’Brien et al., 2017). These months have been chosen to align with the timing of 
the end of Term 1 and Term 2, respectively. As shown in Table 3, Adams et al. (2019) have 
designed a simple yet effective pathway of inquiry to follow for generative reflection through 
dialogue. 
Table 3  
Generative Reflection Evaluation Questions 
Generative Reflective Questions Purpose 
What have we done since the last time 
we met? 
Reflects upon actions taken since the last meeting. 
What have we learned? “Creates space for sharing insights and best practices and prompts 
self-assessment in a nonthreatening way” (Adams et al., 2019, p. 72). 
What evidence do we have to show that 
impact is occurring? 
Promotes a reflection on what is working, what is not working, and 
why through a “research frame of mind” (Adams et al., 2019, p. 72). 
What will you/we do between now and 
the next time we meet? 
Reinforces shared responsibility and trust in the commitments that 
are made, individually and collectively. 
In continued alignment with appreciative inquiry, the generative reflective evaluation 
process of Adams et al. (2019) will provide a space for the interdisciplinary cohort to reflect, 
share, and plan for what is next (Stavros et al., 2016). The questions in Table 3 can be asked 
to both individuals and communities. For the purpose of this OIP, the design of the 
evaluation is best carried out through a qualitative, whole group process similar to a town 
hall meeting. The teaching team will facilitate this discussion and gather information in a 
way that is transparent and visible to all during the process. During these sessions it would 
also be helpful to share the baseline School Belonging Scale general findings to address any 
‘elephants’ and make a collective plan for improvement (Allen & Kern, 2018; O’Brien et al., 
2017). Data will be gathered during these town hall sessions as visually and transparently as 
possible. A common way to gather data during a group discussion is to use poster board and 
have participants write on different colours of sticky notes according to the question. 
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Alternatively, one teacher could be the facilitator, and the other teacher could be the note-
taker, but all students must have access to these notes to verify accuracy. Once the data have 
been collected, the teacher team will read through all of the data and develop codes to 
identify themes or patterns that have emerged (Mertens, 2009). The generative dialogue 
discussion in November will inform the direction of the program focus, as well as the second 
generative dialogue discussion in February. The same process of data analysis through 
coding will occur in February. The student responses to the generative dialogue discussion 
question, what evidence do we have to show that impact is occurring? (Adams et al., 2019), 
will likely be an honest depiction of the group’s perception of the progress and success of the 
program, both in connection to curricular programming and cultivating true belonging. The 
responses to this question will be very important to pay attention to for informing the next 
steps. 
Stage 3: Developing 
The developing phase of collaborative action research uses the information gleaned 
from the acting phase to implement any changes, modifications, or feedback (Mertler, 2018). 
The standout factor of this phase is that it must be responsive to the needs of the community, 
based on monitoring, informal feedback, and formal data gathering. It must take into 
account the PATH plan that was set by the cohort at the beginning of this process but must 
also be flexible enough to change direction as needed (O’Brien et al., 2017). Any shift in 
programming must align with the curricula, as well as the conceptual model for leading, 
teaching, and learning (Figure 3). In order for girls to authentically belong and support one 
another in an all-girls school, the conditions for learning, teaching, and leading must be 
transformative, inclusive, and connected (Cruz Teller, 2020; Ferdman et al., 2020; Lipman-
Blumen, 2017; Shields, 2018). By continually fostering these conditions, a skillset of 
competence, a mindset of confidence, and a heartset of connectedness will allow for girls to 
belong and thrive (Deak & Adams, 2010; Heto & Indangasi, 2020). 
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Stage 4: Reflecting 
Stage four of Mertler’s (2018) collaborative action research process insists upon 
sharing and communicating results and findings. In connection to monitoring and 
evaluation of the OIP, the formative emphasis in this stage is to use the data that are 
available throughout the year to reflect on the action research process to determine the next 
steps as data-informed teacher practitioners. Summatively, there is a responsibility to 
formally share out and communicate the results and findings to the larger community. A 
transformative research and evaluation process warns that caution is needed when designing 
the plan for sharing out research findings (Mertens, 2009). While the overall goal is to be as 
transparent as possible, it is vital to first identify for whom the reporting and knowledge is 
intended, and to consider the associated power dynamics (Mertens, 2009). Everyone who is 
a part of the research must feel safe and confident in the reporting process; Mertens (2009) 
suggests a group process as a part of reporting, and I think that this would be an excellent fit 
for reporting the findings of true belonging from the opt-in interdisciplinary program. The 
idea of creating a report can place undue pressure on a group, as the emphasis becomes 
product-driven. To ensure an alignment to the feminist-transformative lens, the report 
narrative will focus on process over product. 
Overall, there is no one size fits all tool or measure for a feminist-transformative 
approach to change (Bunjun et al., 2006). The importance is that the process needs to be 
inclusive, participatory, flexible, iterative, and provide the data needed to know if the plan is 
helping to achieve the overarching goal (H. Brown, 1992; Bunjun et al., 2006; Mertens, 
2009, 2020). The importance is in the collaborative, inclusive nature for both teachers and 
students of the iterative cycle of planning, designing, measuring and evaluating, reflecting, 
and repeating (Mertens, 2009, 2020; Mertler, 2018). 
The final component of the OIP plan is crucial to the change process but is often 
overlooked or underestimated. Communication acts as the critical piece to ensuring that 
stakeholders feel informed about the change that will come as a result of the implementation 
of this interdisciplinary program. 
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Plan to Communicate the Need for Change and the Change Process 
In alignment with the change implementation and the monitoring and evaluation 
plans, this section outlines the communication plan of the change process. Communication 
is a crucial aspect of any change process; Lewis (2019) stated, “Communication is key in 
triggering all change” (p. 23). A feminist-transformative approach to communication is 
based on shared, respectful, inclusive, reciprocal communication, and these components 
frame this communication plan (H. Brown, 1992; Wasserman, 2020). In this communication 
plan, there is a balance placed on the importance of sharing and listening, as well as a focus 
on clarity and transparency (H. Brown, 1992; Lewis, 2019; McLeod, 2018). It is important to 
note that even effective, transparent communication cannot overcome other challenges such 
as “a lack of resources, commitment, financial resources, or competition of other processes 
and distractions, or a poorly designed, dysfunctional, or ill‐ fitting change” (Lewis, 2019, 
p. 57). While proper communication is vital to the change process, it cannot compensate for 
other organizational gaps or deficiencies. 
Communication Plan 
Proper communication can proactively address challenges that may arise in any 
change process. “Communication plays tremendously important roles throughout change 
processes in serving as the means by which people construct what is happening, influence 
the constructions of others, and develop responses to what is being introduced to them as 
change” (Lewis, 2019, p. 49). Therefore, the approach to communication and intention of 
each interaction must be considered thoughtfully. 
A connective leadership style supports a form of communication that is flexible to the 
audience at hand to provide the proper context (Lipman-Blumen, 2000, 2017). The 
communication approach of story-building can be an effective way to assist in sensemaking 
by clearly communicating the process of change with context (Lewis, 2019). If stakeholders 
are not provided with a story or frame, then they are left to interpret and make sense on their 
own or with others, and this can be problematic; “thus, the role of leaders and managers in 
managing meaning—especially during what can be very turbulent times in organizations 
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undergoing change—is important” (Lewis, 2019, p. 264). A transformative leadership 
approach influences a style of communication that aims to balance the power inequities 
considering the impact on others, being clear in story-building and framing, and being open 
to feedback (Shields, 2018, 2020). Story-building and framing is not meant to imply 
manipulation of information; this approach to communication simply provides more 
background knowledge than a typical approach to disseminating information of standalone 
facts (Lewis, 2019). 
When engaging in reciprocal communication, a generative dialogue approach will be 
effective for including and considering multiple voices (Adams et al., 2019; Rothwell, 2016). 
Generative dialogue is best done as a face-to-face conversation or meeting, either formal or 
informal. It is also important to consider the use of multiple channels of communication 
when sharing information to ensure inclusion and understanding. While some people may 
process information better through auditory and visual means, some are better at processing 
information through text. An inclusive leadership style supports the need to be considerate 
when communicating, to ensure that the appropriate people are invited, and that multiple 
voices are heard (Ferdman, et al., 2020). Along with aligning to the feminist-transformative 
lens and three leadership styles of the conceptual model, the communication tactics for this 
OIP align with the four phases of the change implementation plan, addressing what forms of 
communication need to happen with each phase and who will be involved. 
Communication Tactics 
The communication tactics for each phase aim to keep in mind the above plan while 
achieving the purpose of communication by choosing specific channels that consider 
stakeholders and the overall goal for each phase. 
Stage 1: Planning 
There are two separate sub-phases to the planning stage, Stage 1a and Stage 1b. These 
sub-phases bring us from the inception and design of the program to being ready for the 
acting phase. The communication tactics for Stage 1a, as demonstrated in Table 4, focuses on 
persuasion and soliciting input. 
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Table 4  
Stage 1a Communication Tactics: Planning 
Stage 1a: 
Planning  Timeline Purpose Key message(s) 
Communicating 
wins & milestones 
Formal: Meet 









brainstorm, and gain 
approval. 
 
Seek feedback for 
organizational 
alignment. 
Introduce the PoP, solution, and 
OIP plan. 
 
Share solution details, with 
openness for feedback. 
 




informal feedback and 














from specific teachers 
for the teaching team. 
Explain the program idea based 
on the current feeling of 
disconnect among Grade 11 & 12 
students. 
 
Seek feedback from those who 
have design or curricular 
insights to determine viability. 
Communicate official 
approval of the 
program with this 










student interest in the 
program. 
 
Seek to understand 
needs and wants to 
inform design. 
 
Students' concerns are heard. 
Share basic program 
information with a range of 
students to receive feedback and 
support. 
 
Anticipated outcome: Students 
will be open and excited for this 
program. Students will receive 
the ideas positively, while 
providing some feedback for 
improvement. 
Communicate official 
approval of the 
program with this 
group of students. 
The main stakeholders of Stage 1a: Planning are the program lead (me), Head of 
School, Principal, peripheral colleagues, and current students who might be interested in 
joining the opt-in interdisciplinary program. Formal meetings are the primary channel of 
communication for this phase, as the goal is to gain approval for the proposed 
interdisciplinary program. This will require the program lead to have many meetings with 
the Head of School and Principal to share ideas that are informed by research, listen to ideas, 
generate ideas, and design the next iteration until approval is gained. Concurrently, informal 
channels of communication also need to be open during this process to ensure that 
communication is inclusive (Ferdman et al., 2020). It is important to gain the insights from 
prospective students as well as colleagues to ensure that there are no gaps or unanticipated 
challenges. For example, the guidance counsellor could be an excellent ally for the program 
lead, as they would have better knowledge regarding which courses might be best for 
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teaching together with the lens of university acceptance. The student voice is imperative 
during this time, as they are the ones who will ultimately be signing up for the program, or 
not. It is important to gauge interest and ask questions for understanding to ensure that the 
program design is appealing for the students. 
The communication tactics for Stage 1b: Planning, as demonstrated in Table 5, is 
focused on communicating with transparency to formally present the program once it has 
been approved. The goal in this stage is to provide information, generate excitement, and 
persuade students to sign-up during course registration. Specific emphasis on certain 
program elements will be the messaging focus for the separate groups. 
Table 5  
Stage 1b Communication Tactics: Planning 
Stage 1b: 








10 & 11 students  
February  Formally present the 




about the program. 
Explain the new option for 
interdisciplinary learning 
for Grade 11 & 12 students 
starting in September. 
 
Emphasize the importance 
of student voice in the 
program design. 
Introducing this 








March Formally present the 
program and answer 
questions to colleagues. 
 
Gain support from 
colleagues and generate 
future interest. 
Explain the new option for 
interdisciplinary learning 
for Grade 11 & 12 students 
starting in September. 
 
Emphasize 3-year plan for 
building capacity. 
Introducing this 









March Formally present the 
program and answer 
questions to parents. 
 
Promote incentive for 
re-enrolment. 
Explain the new option for 
interdisciplinary learning 
for Grade 11 & 12 students 
starting in September. 
Emphasize that student 
voice will be a major 
component, along with 
academic ambition and 
challenge. 
Introducing this 










article about the 






April Provide the wider 
community with 
information about the 
program. 
 
Promote incentive for 
enrolment and re-
enrolment. 
Explain the new option for 
interdisciplinary learning 
for Grade 11 & 12 students 
starting in September. 
Emphasize that student 
voice will be a major 
component, along with 
academic ambition and 
challenge. 
Introducing this 
program is a milestone 
in itself. 
 
The main stakeholders in this phase are the program lead, current Grade 10 and 11 
students, colleagues, and parents. The channels of communication in this stage are all 
formal. The use of framing will be advantageous for sharing the information with 
transparency, as well as for evoking emotion for persuasion by effectively sharing the why 
through storying (Lewis, 2019). Lipman-Blumen (2000; 2010; 2017) supported that a 
flexible approach is required as a connective leader; in this stage, the various audiences will 
be presented with the same general information about the program, yet more specific details 
will be emphasized and framed due to the needs of each audience. Each presentation will 
include the following: the rationale for cultivating greater belonging, current research to 
support, and the overall design of the program. The inclusion of student voice in the design 
of the program will be emphasized to students, so they are aware that voice, choice, and 
ongoing participation are both encouraged and expected. The long range scope of the 
program will be shared with colleagues, so they know that this can be a possibility for other 
teachers to be a part of in the future. The same presentation will be given to both current and 
prospective parents, except they will be shared one month apart. The emphasis for the 
parents will be on explaining the importance of student voice, as well as ensuring that 
academic ambition and challenge will absolutely be a part of this program; the need to 
emphasize academic ambition and challenge comes from a belief that programs rooted in 
inquiry do not equate to rigour, as students are not completing the daily rote homework that 
parents likely experienced and have come to expect from the education system. 
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Opportunities for asking questions as a part of the presentations will be necessary to ensure 
that clarity exists, and informed decision-making can occur as to whether, ultimately, this 
program is the best fit for the prospective students. 
Stage 2: Acting 
The communication tactics for the acting stage is focused primarily on the group of 
students who have chosen to join the opt-in interdisciplinary program for the upcoming 
school year. As shown in Table 6, the goal is to gather the group of students and teaching 
team to collaboratively plan the upcoming year, as explained in the implementation plan. 
Table 6  
Stage 2 Communication Tactics: Acting 
Stage 2: Acting Timeline Purpose Key messages 
Communicating 










Build community, generate 
excitement, and understand 
hopes for the year. 
 
Use the PATH Model to 
collaboratively design the 
year. 
 
Agree upon a common 
understanding of the year 
plan and expectations. 







building will be the 
keys to our success. 
 
The cohort will create a 
way to celebrate the 
wins and milestones 










Keep the communication 
channels open throughout 
the community planning 
process. 
 
Invite administrators to a 
session to observe the 
planning process in action, 
so they can communicate to 
a wider audience. 
Our community is 
an open door. 
Anyone is welcome 
to come and 
observe the process. 
We want to share 
our progress 
frequently to 




Updates will be 
provided after every 
planning session. 
Teacher and student 
voices will be present in 
the updates. 
Informal: 
Frequent & Brief 
April 
May 
Collaborate with the 
Communications 
Sharing our cohort 
in action. 
Photos and videos will 
be shared with the 
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Stage 2: Acting Timeline Purpose Key messages 
Communicating 
wins & milestones 
Updates via 







Establish and maintain 
visibility as a program and 
cohort. 
 
Sharing the positive 
experiences of the 
students and 
teachers in this 
community. 
Communications 
Coordinator from every 
planning session. 
 
The main stakeholders for the formal component of this stage are the students and 
teachers of the interdisciplinary program. The formal channel of communication for the 
cohort in this stage is the scheduled, collaborative planning sessions; here the PATH 
planning tool will be used to build community and set the stage for the year ahead (hooks, 
2015; O’Brien et al., 2017). A transformative leadership style will best support this process of 
facilitating the co-planning sessions, as the group will generate their hopes and wishes for 
designing a program that makes a difference for the cohort and others (Shields, 2018, 2020). 
What is most required during these planning sessions is a transformative communication 
approach that aims to level the power dynamics between teachers and students so everyone 
feels comfortable sharing their ideas (Shields, 2018, 2020). 
Informal communication is important during this stage, however, as periphery 
stakeholders need to also be informed. Athena Academy has struggled with effectively 
communicating wins and successes to the wider community, and this could be an 
opportunity to normalize sharing out the things that make us stand out as an educational 
institution and community. The planning process needs to be visible to the community from 
the start, so they see the program in action; otherwise, people are left to draw their own 
conclusions about what may or may not be happening (Lewis, 2019). Informal updates and 
invitations for pop-ins will be extended to the Head of School and Principal. The website and 
social media accounts will be utilized to reach the wider community with the goal of evoking 
curiosity and interest during the planning process. 
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Stage 3: Developing 
The communication tactics for the developing stage are focused on the actions of 
officially starting the program in September. The communication goals, as demonstrated in 
Table 7, are a continuation of stage 2: to build community through our collaborative 
interdisciplinary program and to generate community interest, energy, and momentum for 
future growth and progress (hooks, 2015; Mertens, 2009, 2020). 
Table 7  
Stage 3 Communication Tactics: Developing 
Phase 3: 
Developing Timeline Purpose Key message(s) 
Communicating 













Continue to build 
connectedness, 
competence, and 
confidence in all 
members. 
We are now a 
community of teachers, 
learners, and leaders. 
 
Trust and relationship-
building will be the keys 
to our success. 
We want everyone to 
have fun, enjoy the 
process, and feel valued. 
Everyone’s ideas matter. 
The cohort will 
create a way to 
celebrate the wins 
and milestones 











Monthly Keep the communication 




Monthly updates are 
written collaboratively as 
a community. 
Our community is an 
open door. 
Share what we have been 
doing to differentiate 
ourselves from a 
traditional high school 
experience. 
We want to share our 
progress frequently to 
ensure that the clarity 
and transparency 
remain. 
The monthly update 
is a way to share the 
wins and 
milestones, as well 

















visibility as a program 
and cohort. 
Normalize sharing of the 
small, daily occurrences 
so the community feels 
informed and interest is 
maintained. 
Sharing our cohort in 
action. 
 
Sharing the positive 
experiences of the 
students and teachers in 
this community. 
Photos and videos 




weekly, or as the 
opportunities arise. 
 
The stakeholders continue to primarily be the interdisciplinary program cohort, but 
communication to the wider community has also been considered. The communication 
tactics are more formal in nature, as the interdisciplinary program will have started; this 
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means that the conceptual model for leading, teaching, and learning (Figure 3) through a 
feminist-transformative lens will be in full implementation for cultivating true belonging. 
Regular check-ins and formal community time is an embedded component of the program to 
ensure clarity and transparency, and to address any challenges or concerns. The plan 
indicates weekly check-ins, but this may change based on the needs and feedback of the 
group. Formal monthly updates will be provided to the Head of School and Principal, but 
these updates will come from the whole group rather than just the teachers, as Caron (2011, 
2016) noted the importance of voice in the active citizenship of girlhood. This will also 
promote inclusive and transformative leadership, as more voices and perspectives will be 
shared on a regular basis, which will interrupt the status quo of a traditional learning 
environment (Ferdman et al., 2020; Shields, 2018, 2020). Informally, there will be frequent 
updates to the wider community about the program, using social media platforms and the 
school website as opportunities arise. 
Stage 4: Reflecting 
The communication tactics for the reflecting stage focuses on informing stakeholders 
of the outcomes of the first year of the interdisciplinary program based on the data gathered 
in the monitoring and evaluation plan. As indicated in Table 8, transparent and clear 
communication of the data is the ultimate goal during this phase. 
Table 8  
Stage 4 Communication Tactics: Reflecting 
Stage 4: Reflecting Timeline Purpose Key message(s) 
Communicating 









Belonging Scale to 
obtain a baseline of 
belonging and progress 
by the end of the year 
(Allen & Kern, 2018). 
Set a culture of data 
gathering, analysis, 
and communicating as 
a part of the program. 
Students are to be 




not be shared. 
The data will only 
be analysed and 
shared out from a 
group perspective. 
To maintain trust, the 
results will be shared 
with the cohort before 
they are released to 
the community. 
The sharing of data 
can be a conversation 
point to identify wins 
and milestones, as 








The goal is progress 
over perfection. 
This process will be 
positive and aim to 
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Stage 4: Reflecting Timeline Purpose Key message(s) 
Communicating 




with the community to 
allow for a formal 
reflection as a 
community at the end 






We can always 
improve as a 
community, but 
also need to 
recognize 
limitations. 




focus on goals and 
growth over 
complaining. 
The wins and 
milestones will come 







Weekly Opportunity to share 
openly and honestly 
and excitements, 
worries, concerns, etc. 
about the program or 
life in general. 
Continue to build 
connectedness, 
competence, and 








We want everyone 
to have fun, enjoy 




Follow through is 
important. 
The wins might be 
small during these 
sessions, but they will 
be embraced and 
celebrated at every 
turn. 
The cohort will create 
a way to celebrate the 
wins and milestones 














channels open so 
decision-makers are 
informed. 
Data are shared in real 
time. 
Our community is 
an open door. 
Sharing what we 
have been doing 
leads to greater true 
belonging. 
We want to share 
our progress 
frequently to 




The data will be 
evidence of the wins 
and milestones that 
have been 
experienced in the 
program. 
Formal: Summative 
Findings and Re-cap 





Jun To share out a final 
and formal reflection 
of the year, combining 
the qualitative and 
quantitative data. 
Solidify the visibility of 
our school and the 
successes of our 
programming. 
Utilize a group 
reporting process to 
share our overall 
data findings. 
Share our 
reflections as a 
whole community. 
The intention is that 
this article will be the 
ultimate sharing of 
wins and milestones 




The important emphasis of the reflecting stage is to share the data in a way that 
draws in the community, likely through narration and storytelling with an emphasis on 
student voice (Caron, 2011; Deak & Adams, 2010; Lewis, 2019). The multiple methods 
research approach will aim to share the findings of both the numbers and the narratives, in 
order to tell a comprehensive story of the cultivation of true belonging in this opt-in 
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interdisciplinary program (Cole & Stewart, 2012). The regular sharing of data will create a 
culture of evidence and being data-informed, which is required in educational decision-
making today (Mertler, 2018). These data will also hopefully reinforce that the plan is in fact 
improving true belonging, while identifying specific areas for continued improvement. The 
actions identified in the change implementation, monitoring and evaluation, and 
communication plans reflect my current scope of influence as a teacher and informal leader 
at Athena Academy. In order for this OIP to be sustainable, larger shifts in education must be 
considered. 
Future Considerations 
This section identifies future considerations and next steps that will help to bring 
longevity to cultivating true belonging in schools today. Addressing true belonging at an all-
girls school goes far beyond simply implementing one program. In order for true belonging 
to be fully realized, a larger shift in education needs to occur (Belenky et al., 1997; Bruce & 
McKee, 2020; Lipman-Blumen, 2010, 2017). The following future considerations aim to 
enact change at a larger scale; while these changes are currently out of my scope, they are 
definitely worth noting. 
Greater Attention to DEI as an Organization 
As noted earlier, the work of diversity, equity, and inclusion has a long way to go 
before people can feel that they truly belong in society today and Athena Academy is no 
exception (B. Brown, 2020). In fact, it has been observed that the students are the ones who 
are moving ahead and putting in the work to call for greater change in regard to DEI, and 
Athena Academy is also no exception to this (Gunderson, 2021). The students are the ones 
who clearly understand that an emphasis on DEI policies and practices allow for belonging 
for all. It is time that all of the adults collectively commit to putting in the concerted personal 
effort required for true belonging. While some adults have already started to do the work, the 
organization must support this process as well. Gunderson (2021) suggested starting with 
creating opportunities for connection and understanding, including affinity groups for those 
who self-identify as a part of the global majority and and/or open lunchtime gatherings for 
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anyone to engage in conversations on equity. While these are excellent starting points, 
Athena Academy would greatly benefit from developing a DEI policy and framework to 
follow to ensure that the work that is being done is intentional and aligned. 
Shift in Teaching and Assessment Practices 
Second, the solution of the interdisciplinary program needs to broaden to a whole 
shift in the way that courses are designed and offered for girls. A collaborative 
interdisciplinary teaching and learning practice needs to become the norm. While this 
approach may not work for every single subject in every given situation, this approach to 
teaching and learning must be the main mode for girls today (Deak & Adams, 2010). We 
know that the skills required for the VUCA future are becoming increasingly complex; in 
response, we need to provide learning environments that will allow for a wider range of skill 
development beyond memorization and regurgitation of facts, which is still happening all too 
frequently (Heto & Indangasi, 2020). In 2020, the World Economic Forum released a white 
paper explicitly identifying the need to shift teaching practices in eight specific ways to 
respond to our ever-changing world. It is imperative for all-girls schools to pay attention to 
global trends that go beyond the norm. 
The shift in teaching practices as noted by the World Economic Forum (2020) also 
requires a critical examination of assessment practices. The popular justification for a 
continuation of tests and exams comes from the argument of this as the primary form of 
assessment for postsecondary institutions today. While this argument may be true, it is 
impossible for a school to successfully assess student learning based on the design of another 
institution. Fullan (2021) stated that a focus on wellbeing and learning requires a “new mode 
of learning and assessing” (p. 17). Blum (2020) introduced the concept of ‘ungrading’ and 
provides a variety of ways to approach assessment based on case studies of educators who 
are successfully navigating and implementing this shift right now. Postsecondary institutions 
do not yet have alignment of current assessment practices, so our organization cannot follow 
this ambiguous lead (V. Duckworth & Smith, 2018). What we can do is teach and assess in a 
way that will equip students with the skills and experiences to manage whatever comes their 
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way in the future. This shift in teaching, learning, and assessing requires educators to feel 
supported through proper implementation and professional learning to equip and instil 
competence and confidence in teachers. 
Hiring Practices and Capacity Building 
In order to comfortably and confidently teach and assess with the uncertain future in 
mind, the right people need to be hired and retained. Hiring practices need to determine the 
best fit for a position by critically examining the prospective hire through the application and 
interview processes. Direct questions need to be asked so the applicant can demonstrate 
their knowledge and experience, or at least a commitment and willingness to learn. Current 
staff need to feel supported throughout their career through mentorship, opportunities for 
professional learning, and mandated programs for professional learning specific to the 
institution. For example, all staff should have to complete training to learn about how girls 
learn best and adjust their teaching practice to reflect this. A professional learning mandate 
could create a strong community of practice where people feel valued, are contributors, and 
want to stay; it could also identify those who may not be the right fit for the mission and 
vision, and steps could be taken to work towards a solution, whether that is providing more 
support or moving on. 
Next Steps 
I am happy to share that certain changes have already been put into motion at Athena 
Academy, and these are set to begin in September 2021. As this OIP will have already been 
submitted, I have chosen to not discuss these changes in my chapters, as any discussion 
would be too assumptive in nature. I do think it is important to share the exciting 
developments for Athena Academy in this section, however, as they will undoubtedly lead to 
new potential lines of inquiry. As alluded to earlier, a new structure within the educational 
aspect of the organization has been defined, including a core innovation team. This team 
consists of a director, a curriculum, instruction, and design lead, a STEM-X lead, and a 
special projects lead. I am pleased to share that I will be stepping into the half-time role of 
the curriculum, instruction, and design lead in September, while still teaching half-time. This 
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means that I get to move forward with the plan of implementing an opt-in interdisciplinary 
program, while working alongside teachers to instil a professional practice of collaborative 
action research. It is my ever optimistic hope that, in time, this new role could lend itself to 
further addressing belonging to both adults and youth, and allow for an expansion across the 
organization. 
Chapter Summary 
Guided from a feminist-transformative lens, this chapter has identified the specific 
actionable steps that need to be taken to bring the chosen PoP solution to reality. The change 
implementation plan of this OIP sets the course for identifying steps for motion, along with 
purposeful plans for monitoring and evaluation, and communication. The conceptual model 
for leading, teaching, and learning anchors the solution and plan to ensure a consistent 
alignment to how girls thrive, based on the markers of true belonging: the heartset of 
connectedness, the skillset of competence, and the mindset of confidence. The future 
considerations for widening the shift in educational practice are significant for considering 
the long-term viability of all-girls education in our ever-changing and ever-increasingly 
complex world; glimmers of hope are present, however, that the future of Athena Academy 
will be bright with true belonging. 
Conclusion 
The development of youth can be a complicated journey—one that all educators are a 
part of. To centre our informed discussions, decisions, and daily actions on how our students 
learn best provides the specific conditions needed for true belonging. The way girls feel about 
themselves matters. The way girls treat one another matters. At an all-girls school we have 
the knowledge, power, and opportunity to approach community building in leading, 
teaching, and learning differently, yet we find ourselves responding to and participating in 
the same functionalist structure of education that has always existed. This response yields 
competition and scarcity rather than community and collaboration, and this needs to 
change. 
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While women continue to face challenges of gender, among other, inequities, it 
cannot be denied that a contributing factor is that women continue to hold one another back 
as we competitively try to fit into a structure that was never meant for us. An all-girls school 
has a responsibility to work directly toward fostering a greater community of true belonging 
for all girls. In taking a feminist-transformative approach, an increased skillset of 
competence, mindset of confidence, and heartset of connectedness will lead to greater trust, 
respect, reciprocity, and relatability. The use of leadership as a reciprocal bridge with 
teaching and learning will strengthen the teacher-student relationship and provide a space 
for ongoing growth, learning, reflection, and change. More importantly, lifelong learners who 
are committed to both themselves as individuals as well as their role in the community of 
true belonging will be cultivated. Students will continue to develop themselves as individuals 
in order to show up for the betterment of the greater good, and they will have the capacity to 
authentically support one another in their collective endeavours. If this does not make our 
local and global worlds a better place, then I do not know what will. 
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Appendix: School Belonging Scale (Allen & Kern, 2018) 
Directions 
Read each of the following statements and indicate how well this describes your thoughts, feelings and 
experiences (not at all, somewhat, or very much) 
Connecting with Teachers  Not at all Somewhat Very much 
1. I feel connected with my teachers       
2. I get along well with my teachers       
3. My teachers care about me as a person       
4. My teachers care about my learning       
5. I can talk to my teachers about both academic and 
personal issues 
      
6. My teachers treat me fairly       
7. I respect my teachers       
8. I feel like my teachers understand who I am as a 
person 
      
9. I communicate well with my teachers       
10. I feel close to my teachers       
Connecting with Parents/Caregivers  Not at all Somewhat Very much 
1. I feel connected with my parent(s)/ caregiver       
2. I get along well with my parents       
3. My parents care about me as a person       
4.  My parents care about my learning       
5. I can talk to my parents about both academic and 
personal issues 
      
6. My parents treat me fairly       
7. I respect my parents       
8. I feel like my parents understand who I am as a 
person 
      
9. I communicate well with my parents       
10. My parents support my learning       
Connection with Peers  Not at all Somewhat Very much 
1. I feel connected with my peers at my school       
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2. I get along well with my peers       
3. My peers care about me as a person       
4. My peers support my learning       
5.  I can talk to my peers about both academic and 
personal issues 
      
6.  My peers are accepting and tolerating of others       
7.  I respect my peers       
8.  I feel like my peers understand who I am as a 
person 
      
9.  I communicate well with my peers       
10. I feel close to my peers       
    
Connecting with Oneself  Not at all Somewhat Very much 
1. I know my strengths and weaknesses       
2. I believe I can do the things I try       
3. I believe things will work out, even if challenging 
at the time 
      
4. I understand my thoughts and emotions       
5. I like myself as a person       
6. I understand who I am as a person       
7. I am proud of what I do       
8. I get along well with others       
9. I am good at managing my emotions       
10. I regularly set and achieve goals       
 
Connecting with Learning  Not at all Somewhat Very much 
1. I enjoy learning new things       
2. I am a good student       
3. I am motivated to learn at school       
4. I have high aspirations for my future       
5. I value my classes       
6. I have a regular study routine       
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7. I value my school       
8. I feel engaged and interested in my classes       
9. I feel comfortable asking for help with my 
schoolwork when needed 
      
10. I embrace failure       
    
Connecting with Help  Not at all Somewhat Very much 
1. I effectively deal with stress       
2. I cope well when things go wrong       
3. I feel connected with one or more groups at 
school 
      
4. I have numerous ways to deal with problems       
5. I feel comfortable asking for help when needed      
6. I’m generally in a positive mood       
7. I easily let go of worries       
8. I know where to go for help       
9. I rarely feel anxious or depressed       
10. I am kind to myself       
 
Scoring 
Within each category, score the responses as: 
Not at all = 0 
Somewhat = 1 
Very much = 2 
 
Add up the scores for each category 
Connecting with teachers: __________  Connecting with parents: __________ 
Connecting with peers: __________   Connecting with oneself: __________ 
Connecting with learning: __________  Connecting with help:  __________ 
 
Scores can range from 0 to 20 in each category. Consider focusing on areas where students score 
lowest.
 
